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Bachelor of Science in Nursing degree (BSN) programs need to increase the 
retention and graduation rates of students of color to create a diverse nursing workforce 
that meets the needs of the United States. Living and learning communities (LLCs) are an 
emerging method for residential colleges to improve the experiences and retention of 
undergraduate students. This dissertation used a critical race theory lens to investigate the 
impact of a nursing-focused living and learning community on the first-year experiences 
of women of color. A qualitative comparative case study methodology was appropriate to 
explore the differences of sense of belonging of women of color in the LLC compared to 
women of color not enrolled in the LLC. The research questions that guided this study 
were, How does a nursing living and learning community impact the sense of belonging 
for first-year women of color who attend a BSN program within a predominantly White 
institution? and How different is the sense of belonging of the women of color who 
participated in the nursing-focused LLC compared to the first-year BSN women of color 




predominantly White BSN program, River Stone University, participated in a survey, 
journal entries, individual interviews, and focus groups. The findings suggest that the 
nursing-focused LLC positively impacted the sense of belonging of women of color in 
the BSN program. The nursing-focused LLC was an institutional counterspace for 
women of color, which mitigated the adverse effects of the BSN program’s hostile racial 
climate and competitive culture. The women of color who did not participate in the 
nursing-focused LLC had a lower sense of belonging and perceived the BSN program to 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
United States and Nursing Demographics 
The United States becomes increasingly racially diverse every year. According to 
the U.S. Census, by 2044, more than half of the population will identify with a race or 
ethnicity other than White, non-Hispanic (Colby & Ortman, 2015). The fastest-growing 
population in the United States is people who identify as two or more races, followed by 
people of Hispanic or Latinx origin (Vespa et al., 2018). Currently, Latinx individuals 
account for almost 18% of the U.S. population, a percentage estimated to be 28% by 
2060. The second fastest-growing population is Asian Americans; currently, 6% of the 
population comprises Asian Americans, with an expected increase of over 9% by 2060. 
In addition, Blacks or African Americans represent over 13% of the current U.S. 
population, a number predicted to increase to 15% by 2060. In contrast, the population of 
people who identify as White, non-Hispanic will decrease from the current 62% to 44% 
by 2060. These changing U.S. demographics will shift people of color to be the majority 
of the population within the 21st century. Understanding the health needs of this diverse 
and multicultural population is essential to meet the needs of the nation. 
Even with this progressively more heterogeneous society, health care providers do 
not reflect the current demographics of the U.S. population. According to the National 
Nursing Workforce Survey, only 19% of registered nurses (RNs) identify with a race or 
ethnicity other than White (Smiley et al., 2018). Black and Latinx nurses are significantly 
underrepresented in the RN role. Only 6% of the RNs identify as Black or African 
American despite representing 13% of the U.S. population. Even more misaligned, only 




RNs who identify as Asian comprise over 7% of the RNs, which is representative of their 
percentage of the U.S. population. Meanwhile, 85% percent of the RNs identify as White, 
whereas as White, non-Hispanics represent only 62% of the U.S. population. This 
disproportion of White RNs within the profession has direct negative impacts on health 
care disparities and lack of health equity for communities of color, as discussed in the 
following sections. 
Ninety-one percent of RNs identify as female (Smiley et al., 2018), indicating a 
nursing workforce feminized and White within a context where the majority of the 
patients will soon identify with a race or ethnicity other than White. Bachelor of Science 
in Nursing degree (BSN) programs need to recruit and graduate more BSN students of 
color, teaching culturally appropriate care to keep up with the changing demographics of 
the United States and to eliminate racial and ethnic health disparities (Department of 
Health and Human Services [HHS], 2011; Health Resources and Services Administration 
[HRSA], 2006).  
Racism in Health Care 
Health disparities and critical health outcomes vary by patient race, 
socioeconomic status, gender, and geographical location (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention [CDC], 2013). Even more problematic, these health disparities and low life 
expectancies disproportionately affect people of color in the United States (HHS, 2011; 
Smedley et al., 2003). Evidence of racial and ethnic disparities in health care is, with few 
exceptions, consistent across a range of illnesses and health care services. These 
disparities are associated with socioeconomic differences and tend to diminish 




socioeconomic factors. The majority of studies, however, found that racial and ethnic 
disparities remained even after adjustment for socioeconomic differences and other health 
care access-related factors (Smedley et al., 2003). People’s race and ethnicity are 
determining factors of the health care to which they have access and will receive. Racial 
and ethnic minoritized people receive a poorer quality of health care than people who 
identify as White, which affects their health outcomes. For example, Whites have lower 
infant mortality rates and a reduced likelihood of heart disease death and are less likely to 
die from diabetes than their African American or Black and Hispanic or Latinx 
counterparts (HHS, 2000).  
In 2003, the Institute of Medicine published a landmark report, Unequal 
Treatment: What Healthcare Providers Need to Know About Racial and Ethnic 
Disparities in Healthcare. The report was a review of over 100 studies to assess the 
quality of health care for various racial and ethnic minoritized groups. The majority of 
the studies indicated that people of color were less likely to receive needed medical 
services than their White counterparts. Such disparities of health outcomes of people of 
color exist due to the structure of health care systems, clinical appropriateness, patient 
preferences and discrimination, and bias against people of color (Smedley et al., 2003). 
The most problematic reasoning for this disparity was from health care providers’ 
exchanges with patients, which incorporated “bias (or prejudice) against minorities; 
greater clinical uncertainty when interacting with minority patients; and beliefs (or 
stereotypes) held by the provider about the behavior or health of minorities” (Smedley et 




and stereotypes negatively influence the care that racial and ethnic minoritized people 
receive from their health care providers in the United States. 
Need to Increase the Number of RNs of Color 
Increasing the diversity of the nursing workforce can improve access to and 
equity of health care for people from underrepresented backgrounds (HHS, 2011; HRSA, 
2006). Health care professionals from underrepresented backgrounds disproportionately 
serve minority and underserved populations and patients of color, and non-English 
speaking patients receive better interpersonal care from a health care provider of their 
own race and/or ethnicity (HRSA, 2006). According to the HHS (2011), “Numerous 
studies have shown racial and ethnic minority practitioners are more likely to practice in 
medically underserved areas and provide health care to large numbers of racial and ethnic 
minorities who are uninsured and underinsured” (p. 21). As a result, HHS (2011) has 
made it a goal to increase the racial and ethnic diversity of students within the public 
health and biomedical professions. Also, having a health care provider with the same race 
or ethnicity as the patient will hopefully decrease the bias and stereotypes of people of 
color and improve their care. Because the health care provider’s background can directly 
affect the care for patients of color, nursing schools have the opportunity to increase the 
diversity of the nursing workforce and help alleviate the health disparities within the 
United States. 
Even though many of the studies have focused on health care providers, such as 
physicians, physician assistants, and nurse practitioners, increasing the diversity of the 
RN workforce would be useful in providing more equitable care to patients of color 




nursing care to the increasingly diverse population. Nurses are well-positioned to support 
patients of color, bridging health disparities due to the nurses’ “close proximity to 
patients and scientific understanding of care processes across the continuum of care” 
(Institute of Medicine, 2011, p. 3). Nurses can reduce the gap in health care access and 
coverage to people of color and underserved communities by providing health promotion, 
disease prevention, and coordination of care. The RN profession has an opportunity to 
serve the health care needs of the increasingly diverse patient population in the United 
States. 
The current state of systemic racial health disparities in the United States and the 
racial bias of health care providers constitute a national problem that the nursing 
profession needs to address. As the largest group of health care professionals in the 
United States (American Association of Colleges of Nursing [AACN], 2019), nurses, in 
particular, should be concerned about racism in the health care system. Bellack and 
O’Neil (2000) observed, “Nursing serves as the backbone for much of the care delivery 
system” (p. 15). The nursing workforce can make a significant impact on closing the 
racial health disparities in the United States if they address the racism present within their 
profession and educate about provider and institutional bias (Geiger, 2003). 
Nursing schools are ideal locations to teach future nurses and health care 
providers about issues of racism and racial bias within the profession. According to 
Geiger (2003), who reviewed over 150 studies regarding racial and ethnic bias from 
health care providers, the educational setting is the place to raise awareness about issues 




The problems and nature of stereotyping and bias need to be taught and discussed 
repeatedly at every level of the undergraduate and graduate medical curriculum, 
not merely as part of a culturally competent curriculum devoted to beliefs and 
behaviors of different groups of patients, but also as efforts at self-awareness and 
recognition of the culture of medicine itself. (p. 443) 
Understanding and improving the educational context of nursing students 
regarding issues of bias, stereotypes, and racism can influence the quality of care that 
racial minority patients receive from their health care providers. Nursing schools have an 
obligation not only to teach about racial bias and prejudice within the nursing curriculum 
to mitigate the racial bias and stereotypes among nursing professionals but also to 
increase the number of nurses of color. Before nursing schools can teach about issues of 
racism and racial bias in the profession, nursing educators need to know how racism and 
racial bias manifest in the nursing educational context. This context will also illuminate 
the structural barriers to nursing education for students of color.  
Nursing Educational Context 
The nursing profession, especially nursing educational programs, needs to focus 
on making the workforce more diverse. Because there are multiple entries and 
educational pathways into the nursing profession, nursing schools have the opportunity to 
create a more diverse nursing workforce. RNs receive education through diploma, 
associate’s, bachelor’s, and master’s degree programs. When students graduate and pass 
the nurse licensure examination, they earn the RN title. Diploma programs usually tie to a 
hospital that offers a certificate of nursing. Diploma-prepared RNs account for 7% of 




college or 2-year program that confers an associate’s degree in nursing; these graduates 
comprise over 28% of RNs (Smiley et al., 2018). A bachelor’s program is typically a 4-
year program (or an accelerated second-degree program) that awards a BSN in nursing 
degree upon graduation. BSN-prepared RNs account for 45% of all RNs. Finally, a 
master’s program in nursing is for students who already have a bachelor’s degree in a 
nonnursing discipline. Students will become an RN and then continue to their master’s 
degree to become nurse practitioners. Seventeen percent of RNs hold a master’s degree in 
nursing. 
With all of these programs, graduates can sit for the National Council (of State 
Boards of Nursing) Licensure Examination to become a licensed RN. Even though the 
programs award different degrees and vary in length, they all lead to the same credential 
and license as an RN. Nursing does not have the same barriers as other health 
professions, which usually require advanced degrees. Nursing education has the unique 
position of providing multiple entry points into a profession, allowing for greater access 
to prospective applicants, which could increase the number of RNs of color.  
Sense of Belonging 
Sense of belonging is a complex concept within the field of higher education 
explored over the past few decades (Freeman et al., 2007; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; 
Johnson et al., 2007; Strayhorn, 2012). Despite many working definitions, sense of 
belonging usually refers to how included students feel within the greater campus 
community (Hurtado & Carter, 1997). Overall, sense of belonging relates to the 




and feeling valued and accepted by peers, faculty, and the overall campus community 
(Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Strayhorn, 2012).  
Sense of belonging is critical in higher education research because studies have 
shown it to be associated with many positive outcomes (Strayhorn, 2012). For example, 
sense of belonging is an essential factor for the psychological well-being of an individual 
(Hagerty et al., 1992). Sense of belonging also positively influences the academic 
achievement, social involvement, and persistence of students within institutions of higher 
education (Hausmann et al., 2007; Strayhorn, 2012). Conversely, the lack of sense of 
belonging of students minimizes academic motivation and performance (Deci & Ryan, 
2000). Understanding the sense of belonging of students within institutions of higher 
education is critical for better retention, persistence, and academic achievement. 
Different factors influence the sense of belonging of White students compared to 
students of color (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Johnson et al., 2007; Museus et al., 2018; 
Strayhorn, 2012). Studies have also found that the university’s racial climate affects the 
sense of belonging of students of color (Hurtado & Carter, 1997), with a hostile racial 
climate creating a lower sense of belonging. This finding is crucial because it shows that 
the university has some control or influence over a student’s sense of belonging on 
campus, thus shifting the responsibility of retention and persistence from the student of 
color to the higher education institution.   
 Very few researchers have investigated the sense of belonging of students within 
nursing degree programs. Most studies focus on the sense of belonging of nursing 
students within the clinical field placements (Grobecker, 2016; Sedgwick, 2013). There 




color within nursing degree programs. Conducting research to understand the sense of 
belonging of nursing students of color is vital due to the low percentages of nurses of 
color within the profession and greater attrition from nursing degree programs (Smiley et 
al., 2018). Understanding how sense of belonging impacts nursing students of color will 
inform nursing programs about how their campus climate can potentially influence the 
graduation rate of nursing students of color. Colleges and universities can then create 
programming and improve the campus climate to create an environment where nursing 
students of color feel supported, welcomed, and valued and, therefore, persist and 
graduate. Not only can sense of belonging inform programming for the retention and 
persistence of nursing students of color, but it can positively influence the nursing school 
experience for students of color. Research on the sense of belonging of nursing students 
of color supports the increase of nurses of color in the nursing profession.  
Living and Learning Communities 
Living and learning communities (LLCs) are an emerging method for residential 
colleges and universities to improve the experience of their undergraduate students. LLC 
models are not a novel concept to institutions of higher education. The first recorded LLC 
was in the 1920s with the Experiential College at the University of Wisconsin (Smith, 
2001). Many universities have used LLCs to support and enhance the quality of the 
student experience, and research has documented the benefits of LLCs on various student 
outcomes. There are many different LLC models and frameworks with varying elements 
and requirements. Most LLCs have a link to the residence hall but vary with the 
connections to peers, social groups, and academic programs. Researchers have shown 




1991). Recent studies have also demonstrated positive student outcomes from LLCs, such 
as higher GPAs, more significant intellectual development, better retention, stronger 
student engagement, and a positive first-year experience (Andrade, 2007; Pike et al., 
2011; Stassen, 2003). These favorable outcomes vary due to the different frameworks and 
structures of LLCs.  
 There is a paucity of studies that link LLCs with sense of belonging. A few 
researchers have found that LLCs lead to a greater sense of belonging within the 
residence halls (Hoffman et al., 2002; Inkelas & Associates, 2007; Spanierman et al., 
2013). With such few studies conducted to investigate the connection of LLCs to sense of 
belonging on campus, more research is necessary to determine whether there is a 
relationship between LLCs and a greater sense of belonging.  
 There are many different models and frameworks of LLCs with varying elements 
and requirements. Some LLCs that are field-specific focus on retaining students in 
specific majors or fields. A common LLC focuses on the science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematic (STEM) majors. Research shows that STEM-specific LLCs 
have increased the likelihood of students staying and graduating within the STEM major 
(Soldner et al., 2012), increased retention and graduation rates within the major (Dagley 
et al., 2016), and a smooth social transition to college (Inkelas & Associates, 2007). 
These studies share the importance of discipline-specific LLCs on the students’ 
transition, retention, and graduation within the STEM field. More research is necessary 
on the impact of discipline-specific LLCs within specific STEM majors.  
In addition to discipline-specific LLCs, some LLCs are specifically designed for 




color experience. Some studies focused on the different benefits of an LLC for students 
of color compared to the White students (Pasque & Murphy, 2005). Pasque and Murphy 
(2005) found that “students of color, particularly women students of color, reported lower 
levels of academic achievement than their counterparts” (p. 439). There needs to be 
further research on the effects and impacts of LLCs on students of color because most of 
the LLC research focuses on the experiences of White students. 
Research Questions 
The urgency and need to graduate more nurses of color and create a diverse 
nursing workforce is crucial for the nursing profession. However, the lack of 
understanding of how to increase the graduation rates of nurses of color continues to 
impact the nursing profession and educational institutions. According to the research, 
sense of belonging and LLCs increase students’ persistence within the institution. Sense 
of belonging served as the conceptual framework because research has shown that a 
college student’s high sense of belonging is associated with greater academic 
achievement and persistence and retention within an academic program (Strayhorn, 
2012). Furthermore, sense of belonging, specifically for students of color, is critical to 
understand the context of the racial climate of the institution (Hurtado & Carter, 1997).  
LLCs are proven ways to increase the retention and student experience during the 
first year of college (Andrade, 2007; Pike et al., 2011; Stassen, 2003). LLCs are also 
effective for supporting student retention in field-specific disciplines, such as STEM 
(Dagley et al., 2016; Soldner et al., 2012). However, there are very few studies focused 
on the effects of an LLC within the nursing discipline and major, with scant research on 




lack of literature of LLCs on nursing students, and specifically on women of color, 
indicates a gap in the literature. The impact of an LLC on nursing students of color is 
essential to improve the quality of experience for those students already underrepresented 
in the field of nursing.  
In addition, few researchers have investigated the relationship of an LLC on the 
sense of belonging of first-year students. Understanding how an LLC can impact the 
sense of belonging for nursing students of color will allow BSN educators and 
administrators to identify programs that support the retention of nursing students of color. 
The research questions that guide this dissertation were, How does a nursing LLC 
community impact the sense of belonging for first-year women of color who attend a 
BSN program within a predominantly White institution (PWI)? and How different is the 
sense of belonging of the women of color who participated in the nursing-focused LLC 






CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
The following section presents a literature review to illustrate the need for investigating a 
nursing-specific LLC and its impact on the sense of belonging of women of color. The chapter 
begins with the student of color’s experience within higher education, the framework of sense of 
belonging, and LLCs. Next will be a review of the literature on the nursing school context and 
the student of color’s experience in BSN programs, concluding with the reasoning for using CRT 
as a conceptual framework. These different aspects of the literature indicate the need to 
investigate further the impact of an LLC on the sense of belonging on first-year nursing students 
of color attending a PWI. Few scholars have conducted empirical studies to investigate this 
phenomenon within a BSN program context. To improve the racial health disparities and 
graduate more nursing students of color, a better understanding of the experiences and sense of 
belonging of nursing students of color in an LLC is needed. 
Student of Color Experience in Higher Education 
According to the American Council on Education’s report on Race and Ethnicity in 
Higher Education (2019), as the United States becomes more racially and ethnically diverse, so 
does the student body across higher education levels (Espinosa et al., 2019). However, even with 
the higher numbers of students of color at higher education institutions, there is still a disparity 
of graduation rates between students of color, specifically Black and Latinx students, and their 
White counterparts (Banks & Dohy, 2019). Among students who started at a 4-year public 
institution, Black and Latinx students had approximately 46% and 56% six-year completion rates 
(Shapiro et al., 2010). In comparison, White students had 67% and Asian students had 72% six-




increase the retention and graduation rates of their students of color. Many researchers have 
investigated the barriers to a 4-year college degree for students of color (Banks & Dohy, 2019; 
Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, 1992; Moragne-Patterson & Barnett, 2017; Solórzano et al., 
2005; Turner, 1994).  
Hurtado (1992) examined the racial campus climate of many institutions using the 
Cooperative Institutional Research Program fourth-year follow-up survey in the 1980s. 
Analyzing this landmark study, Hurtado found that one in four university students perceived 
considerable racial conflict on campus. Even with such high perceptions, “Less than half 
perceive general goals for fostering cultural or racial diversity to be a high institutional priority” 
(p. 553). Turner (1994) conducted a qualitative study on the perceptions of the racial climate of a 
major research institution from the staff, faculty, and undergraduate students of color, finding 
that the climate was “unwelcoming” for students of color. Both Turner and Hurtado identified 
niches and offices where students found support; however, the overall campus climate and 
greater university community were not welcoming or supportive toward their students of color 
on campus.  
In a multi-institutional qualitative study, Harper and Hurtado (2007) synthesized research 
from 1992 to 2007 regarding campus racial climates and presented themes. The main goal of the 
research was to describe trends within institutions of higher education regarding their racial 
climate. Harper and Hurtado found that White students and students of color from the same 
institution found the campus racial climate to be different. According to Rankin and Reason 
(2005) in a survey regarding perceived campus climate, “Students of color perceived the climate 
as more racist and less accepting than did White students, even though White students 




differences in perceived racial climate, Harper and Hurtado noted that students of color 
experienced racist campus environments that caused isolation and alienation on campus.  
Hurtado and Ruiz Alvarado (2015) released a research brief regarding discrimination and 
bias against students of color at universities. They found that discrimination and bias against 
African American students were higher in 2015 than shown in a 2012 study at moderately 
diverse institutions of higher education. Similar to the 2012 study, African American and Latinx 
students experienced more discrimination and bias at higher education institutions that had lower 
percentages of students of color. It is important to note, though, that most racist incidents go 
unreported. These findings indicate that there might be a cultural shift on campuses, especially 
with the rise of media attention on police killings of Black men and boys. The hostile racial 
campus for students of color can harm their sense of belonging.  
Banks and Dohy (2019) conducted a literature review of studies investigating barriers to 
persistence, retention, and graduation of students of color within institutions of higher education. 
Banks and Dohy found that “opportunity gaps in higher education tend to surround issues of 
racism as contributing to feelings of loneliness, disengagement, and, more specifically, as a 
barrier to retention and graduation for students of color” (p. 119). Institutional and individual 
acts of racism, explicit and implicit, lead to students of color feeling inferior and as if they do not 
belong in a PWI. Similarly, Moragne-Patterson and Barnett (2017) conducted a qualitative study 
to investigate the experiences and responses to microaggressions of African American students at 
historically White institutions of higher education. Moragne-Patterson and Barnett found that 
African American students felt isolated as if they lacked institutional support. Solórzano et al. 




Even with a higher percentage of students of color attending institutions of higher 
education, students of color are not graduating at the same rate as their White counterparts. In 
addition, they are experiencing hostile racial climates on-campus that are causing students to feel 
alienated and isolated on campus. Even with such disparities of experiences, though, students of 
color find ways to cope within these institutions.  
Student of Color Experience in STEM Majors 
Understanding the barriers to persistence in STEM majors for students of color can 
inform nursing, as nursing programs contain numerous science courses. The literature on the 
factors for the persistence of students of color in STEM majors is varied. Researchers have used 
different methodological approaches and theoretical frameworks to understand why some 
students of color persist within STEM majors while others do not. Students of color face unique 
barriers to success within the STEM majors, but the barriers reported vary depending on the 
researcher. The literature indicates several primary reasons students of color persist or leave their 
undergraduate STEM majors.  
First, the academic foundation and opportunities available to students within their K–12 
schooling can have either a positive or negative effect on their persistence within their 
undergraduate STEM major (Bonous-Hammarth, 2000; Chang et al., 2008, 2011; Cole & 
Espinoza, 2008; Grandy, 1998; Palmer et al., 2011). According to Palmer et al. (2011), students 
of color reported that retention and success within their STEM courses were due to their primary 
and secondary education preparation. Bonous-Hammarth (2000) also found that high academic 
achievement in high school, along with interest in STEM majors upon college entry, were 
positive factors for retention. In contrast, Cole and Espinoza (2008) and Grandy (1998) reported 




their male peers within STEM majors. However, the female students were more likely to leave 
the STEM major regardless of grades and academic achievement.  
Other scholars noted that these students’ academic preparation may not influence 
persistence but can positively impact academic grades. Chang et al. (2008, 2011) did not 
measure retention within the major but found that the students’ academic background played a 
part in their academic success in first-year courses. This finding by Chang et al. is important 
because students’ first-year success is indicative of college persistence (Tinto, 1993). Similarly, 
Grandy (1998) found that science majors who persisted through the sophomore year were highly 
likely to continue with a science major. In sum, even though many students of color entered 
undergraduate STEM majors with strong academic backgrounds, they were still leaving and not 
persisting with the STEM undergraduate majors.  
Espinosa (2011) conducted a quantitative study with longitudinal survey data to examine 
women of color in undergraduate STEM majors and the experiences that contribute to 
persistence. Espinosa looked at the experiences of 1,250 women of color and 891 White women 
attending 135 institutions of higher education. The researcher found that “the college experience 
and college environment prove paramount relative to high school performance and family 
background characteristics” (p. 231). Utilizing Espinosa’s findings, a discussion of the pathways 
to persistence for women of color in STEM undergraduate majors follows.  
Peer support is essential for students of color to persist within STEM majors (Espinosa, 
2011; Fries-Britt et al., 2010; Grandy, 1998; Hurtado et al., 2010; Palmer et al., 2011). Peer 
support, though, can come from many different groups and relationships. First, the relationships 
that students of color build with their STEM-major peers can provide a positive support network 




have a peer support group for academic and social support (Fries-Britt et al., 2010; Palmer et al., 
2011). Students use such groups to study together and share notes, which enhances their 
academic experience. This is especially true for STEM majors because much of the work occurs 
in the laboratory and groups. Students also need support from other students of similar ethnic or 
racial backgrounds (Grandy, 1998). Grandy (1998) stated that such support impacted science 
ambition and commitment to science for students of color. Additionally, Hurtado et al. (2010) 
found that positive cross-racial interactions significantly influenced the students of color’s social 
and academic adjustment to college.  
In addition to peer groups, involvement in STEM-related clubs or activities was essential 
for the persistence of students of color within STEM undergraduate majors (Chang et al., 2008; 
Palmer et al., 2011). Hurtado et al. (2009) investigated the experience of underrepresented 
students in structured research programs. Hurtado et al.found that participating in science 
research positively affected STEM major persistence and in the student developing an identity as 
a science researcher. Being involved in science-related activities and research programs exposed 
the students of color to the science profession, allowed the students to connect with peers and 
faculty within their major, and promoted the development of a science identity. Chang et al. 
(2011) found that students who developed peer networks from these preprofessional or 
departmental clubs were more likely to persist in their STEM major. 
Intrinsic motivation, the desire to contribute to the science community, and aspirations 
for graduate schools are also key factors of persistence for students of color in STEM majors. 
Chang et al. (2008) found that the students who desired to go to graduate school were more 
likely to persist in the STEM majors. In addition, Grandy (1998) identified the aspiration to 




to the STEM undergraduate major. Conversely, the lack of science relevance in the students’ 
lives hurt their persistence. Hurtado et al. (2010) observed a negative impact on the persistence 
of students of color in STEM majors if the student found no relevance of the science coursework 
in their lives. The students who were motivated in the sciences persisted, but those who lacked 
connection with the material did not.  
The selectivity of the institution can also play a factor in retaining students of color in 
STEM majors. Institutional selectivity was negatively associated with persistence in STEM 
undergraduate majors for students of color in two studies (Bonous-Hammarth, 2000; Chang et 
al., 2008). Even though highly selective schools have more resources for their students, the 
competitive nature and “weeding out” of students negatively affects those of color. Bonous-
Hammarth (2000) and Chang et al. (2008) explained this phenomenon using Steele’s (1992, 
1997) concept of stereotype threat. Steele (1997) found the reduced academic performance of 
students of color explained by the anxiety that develops from the fear of others’ judgments 
confirming negative stereotypes about their groups’ intellectual ability. Students of color 
attending a PWI and majoring in a STEM field can exhibit stereotype threat.  
Moreover, the racial climate of the university can harm the retention of students of color 
in STEM majors. Chang et al. (2011) investigated the social and contextual factors that affect 
students of color’s persistence in or departure from pursuing a biomedical or behavioral science 
major during their first year of college. Using stereotype threat theory as a framework to analyze 
the data, researchers found that students who faced high frequencies of negative racial 
experiences were less likely to persist in the STEM major regardless of their science identity. 
Also, students who had a strong science identity were more likely to persist when they reported 




color in physics courses reported feeling like they always had to prove themselves in the 
classroom, showing that they deserved to be admitted to top programs and were capable of 
completing good work. Bryars-Winston et al. (2010) found that students of color with academic 
self-efficacy and higher academic confidence perceived a more positive classroom climate.  
Last, mentor and faculty influence could affect persistence in STEM majors (Camacho & 
Lord, 2011; Russell & Atwater, 2005). Fries-Britt et al. (2010) found that what faculty say and 
convey to students about confidence and lack of confidence mattered and impacted them. Many 
students of color perceived these interactions to be race-related, which could have negatively 
affected their persistence.  
Women of Color Experience in STEM Majors  
As shown, students of color face many challenges within higher education and 
specifically in STEM undergraduate majors. Even with such challenges and barriers, women of 
color persist and graduate with a STEM undergraduate degree. The literature largely lacks the 
strategies that women of color use to persist, succeed, and thrive in the STEM disciplines. Those 
studies undercut the students’ agency and identity formation within the discipline. There has 
been an emerging group of researchers exploring the identity formation of women of color and 
how they make meaning within the different science undergraduate disciplines (Carlone & 
Johnson, 2007; Johnson, 2007; Ong, 2005; Tate & Linn, 2005).  
Using the multiple identities framework, Tate and Linn (2005) conducted qualitative 
research to investigate the experiences of five women of color studying engineering at a large 
public university. The findings showed three identities adopted by the women throughout their 
undergraduate experience: academic, social, and intellectual. Academic identity is engagement in 




through the women’s peer groups and social activities, and intellectual identity entailed an 
understanding of the scientific knowledge base and the norms and practices of the field. The 
findings showed that although the women had strong academic and social identities, the social 
identities differed if the women were in a social or academic setting. The women’s social identity 
within the academic context created feelings of difference and a sense of not belonging (Johnson, 
2012; Tate & Linn, 2005). In the academic setting, the women socialized with peers in their 
major who were of a different race, ethnicity, or gender. The women’s social peer groups 
primarily comprised individuals from different majors but similar racial and ethnic backgrounds. 
Finally, Tate and Linn found that the intellectual identity was still developing for these women. 
Thus, it is essential to develop the intellectual identity of women of color further to understand 
the intersectionality of their social, academic, and intellectual identities.  
Ong (2005) conducted a qualitative, longitudinal study of 10 students of color majoring 
in physics at a large research university. The women—one African American, four Latinas, three 
Chicanas, and two Filipina Americans—all self-identified as women of color. Ong investigated 
the intersection of gender, race, and science for these women of color within a White, male-
dominated discipline using three concepts: fragmentation, multiplicity, and body theory. 
Fragmentation is a “process of temporarily splitting oneself to minimize the cultural differences 
between oneself and the other members of a community” (Ong, 2005, p. 600). Ong witnessed 
fragmentation as some women performed “passing,” which refers to establishing a false identity 
by controlling their appearance and behavior to seem more ordinary. Ong found some women 
gender passing (displaying masculine qualities) and presenting as White (not actively advertising 
themselves as a person of color). In contrast, multiplicity refers to providing multiple identities. 




woman of color) and demonstrations of superiority. Finally, body theory indicates how the 
women performed fragmentation or multiplicity through bodily practice. 
Ong’s (2005) findings showed the critical awareness of these women of color regarding 
the social, cultural, and gender norms within the major. Although the participants “lack[ed] the 
standard appearance of a scientist, they also lack[ed] the intellectual competence associated with 
such an appearance” (p. 602). These accounts were irrespective of their academic performance. 
This study presented the complexity of acting and behaving like a “science person” within the 
boundaries of bodies, which are not consistent with the norms of the science field (Chinn, 2005).  
Carlone and Johnson (2007) undertook an ethnographic study to investigate how 
successful women of color developed their science identities and made meaning of their 
experiences within science majors and professions. The researchers observed participants, 
conducting multiple interviews with 15 of color with STEM majors in a PWI. Out of the 15 
women, four identified as Latina, four as Black, three as American Indian, and four as Asian 
American. All of the women were high-achieving students in the sciences. Carlone and Johnson 
assumed that a person’s gender, race, and ethnicity impacted forming a science identity. The 
researchers developed a science identity model to capture three interrelated dimensions: 
competence, performance, and recognition. Competence relates to the understanding of the 
science concepts; performance is the use of relevant scientific practices and norms, such as ways 
of talking or dressing; and recognition focuses on recognizing oneself or getting recognized by 
others as a “science person.”  
Utilizing this framework of science identity, Carole and Johnson (2007) found three 
science identity trajectories: research, altruistic, and disrupted. The students who held a research 




people. The women with altruistic science identity found motivation in altruistic measures and 
created original meanings of what it meant to be a science person and a woman of color. This 
finding was critical because this group of women redefined science identity. The women who 
demonstrated disrupted science identities were successful in their careers but were often not 
recognized by the scientific community as science people. They had the most difficult paths in 
their scientific careers. Carlone and Johnson (2007) emphasized and found most salient the 
importance of recognition by others in the science field as aiding in the formation of a science 
identity. These findings are significant because they present different ways that women of color 
identify with and create meaning from White, male-dominated fields, leading to persistence 
within STEM majors.  
Sense of Belonging 
Sense of belonging originated in psychology, psychiatry, sociology, and nursing before it 
entered the education field (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Maslow, 1954). Maslow (1954) 
developed a motivational theory, the hierarchy of needs, arguing that humans must meet their 
lower-level needs before they can satisfy any upper-level needs. From bottom to top, the needs 
are physiological, safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualization. An individual must 
achieve the third level, belonging, to pursue the higher-level needs of esteem and self-
actualization. Maslow emphasized the need and importance for people to feel as if they belong 
within a community. Humans have social needs and require interpersonal relationships, which 
motivate their behavior. This is foundational when thinking about sense of belonging for college 
students, and how essential belonging to a community is to do well psychologically and 




Social psychologists McMillan and Chavis (1986) wrote about the importance of sense of 
community for people, which they defined as “a feeling that members have of belonging, a 
feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, and a shared faith that members’ 
needs will be met through their commitment to be together” (p. 9). Their theory of sense of 
community has wide use in the psychology literature. The four elements of sense of community 
are feelings of belonging within members of a group, sense of mattering to the group and to the 
members of the group, the feeling that one’s needs will be met by the group’s resources, and the 
feeling of shared emotional connections with the members of the group.  
Baumeister and Leary (1995) reviewed the social and personality psychology literature to 
investigate if there was enough evidence to determine if belongingness was a fundamental 
human motivation. They defined belongingness as “a pervasive drive to form and maintain at 
least a minimum quantity of lasting, positive, and significant interpersonal relationship” 
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995, p. 497). Following an extensive literature review, Baumeister and 
Leary found that the need to belong is a fundamental human motivation, not merely a desire, but 
a human need. Furthermore, belongingness was associated with positive emotions. Conversely, 
the lack of belongingness or social ties led to “psychological and health problems” (Baumeister 
& Leary, 1995, p. 520). Baumeister and Leary concluded that lack of belongingness could lead 
to loneliness and mental distress. Again, Baumeister and Leary emphasized the importance of 
belonging for humans, which lays the groundwork for the importance of students’ sense of 
belonging.  
Schlossberg’s (1989) constructs of marginality and mattering are also important when 
thinking about students’ sense of belonging at college. According to Schlossberg, when 




of being on the margins, as if they do not matter. The change of environment and the new culture 
of the institution will disorient students, and it can take time to meet others and feel as if they 
matter within the new group and environment.  
Schlossberg (1989) also emphasized the importance of mattering—individuals’ belief 
that they matter to someone else—which is pertinent when thinking about a student’s sense of 
belonging in college. Schlossberg identified five dimensions in the construct of mattering: the 
feeling that one has the attention of another person, individuals’ belief that another person is 
concerned for them, knowing that others will be proud of one’s successes and/or sad about one’s 
failures, individuals’ behavior is influenced by dependence on others or others are dependent on 
them, and the feeling that one’s efforts are appreciated. These five dimensions of mattering are 
important when looking at the sense of belonging of students within their college or university.  
Sense of belonging did not gain attention within the field of higher education until the 
1990s. Tinto (1975), a higher education theorist who created a theoretical model for student 
persistence and withdrawal from higher educational institutions, wrote about students’ 
perception of their fit within the institution. However, later researchers challenged some of 
Tinto’s claims regarding the institutional fit, especially for students of color. Austin (1993) 
studied the perception of institutional fit, albeit not explicitly pertaining to sense of belonging. 
Earlier scholars examined sense of belonging as a factor for leaving a university (Hoffman et al., 
2002). Most recent research has focused on sense of belonging as a factor for student retention 
and a concept for programming that can effectively support student retention.  
Before examining the literature to understand the importance of sense of belonging for 
the retention and persistence of college students, a working definition for sense of belonging is 




are not all in agreement (Strayhorn, 2012). However, in the higher education literature, sense of 
belonging refers to how included students feel within the greater campus community (Hurtado & 
Carter, 1997). Overall, a sense of belonging relates to the perceived psychological and emotional 
feelings of connectedness, support on campus, and sense of being valued and accepted by their 
peers, faculty, and the overall campus community (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Strayhorn, 2012). 
Sense of belonging has a focus on both cognitive and affective elements. For this research, I will 
use Strayhorn’s (2012) definition of sense of belonging: “students’ perceived social support on 
campus, a feeling or sensation of connectedness, the experience of mattering or feeling cared 
about, accepted, respected, valued by, and important to the group or others on campus” (p. 3). 
This definition is helpful because it incorporates the sentiments of many definitions into one.  
Sense of Belonging in Higher Education  
Sense of belonging as a concept within higher education literature has received 
investigation over the past few decades (Freeman et al., 2007; Hausmann et al., 2007; Hurtado & 
Carter, 1997; Johnson et al., 2007; Strayhorn, 2012). Sense of belonging is critical in higher 
educational research because it is associated with many positive outcomes (Strayhorn, 2012). For 
example, sense of belonging is an important factor in individuals’ psychological well-being and 
vital for their mental health (Hagerty et al., 1992). Furthermore, sense of belonging also 
positively influences the academic achievement, social involvement, and persistence of students 
within institutions of higher education (Hausmann et al., 2007; Strayhorn, 2012).  
Hausmann et al. (2007) conducted a quantitative study with a longitudinal experimental 
design to investigate the role of students’ sense of belonging to their retention at their college or 
university. Hausmann et al. found that students with a greater sense of belonging had stronger 




interactions with peers and faculty and had more peer and parental support had a greater sense of 
belonging. Variables that were social in nature influenced a greater sense of belonging than 
background characteristics or academic integration into the university. These findings are key 
when thinking about the importance of social interactions with peers and faculty at the beginning 
of the academic year.  
Freeman et al. (2007) investigated the sense of belonging of college students within their 
class and university, their academic motivation, and their perception of their instructors’ 
characteristics. After having 238 students fill out a questionnaire at a southeastern university, 
Freeman et al. found that sense of belonging increased students’ motivation in a course and 
engagement in classroom activities. Pittman and Richmond (2007) conducted a quantitative 
study, administering questionnaires to 266 students in their second semester of college. The 
researchers hypothesized that students with a greater sense of belonging would have better 
grades, better self-concept, and better psychological adjustment to college. Pittman and 
Richmond discovered that “college students who reported a greater sense of belonging at the 
university were doing better academically, felt more competent scholastically, had higher self-
worth, and at a trend level, lower levels of externalizing problems” (p. 283). Conversely, 
students who lack of sense of belonging showed a lack of academic motivation and performance 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000). Understanding the sense of belonging of students within institutions of 
higher education is critical for retention, persistence, academic achievement, and mental health.  
Sense of Belonging and Race  
Researchers have identified different factors that influence the sense of belonging of 
White students compared to students of color (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Johnson et al., 2007; 




belonging to their college campuses than their White counterparts (Hausmann et al., 2007; 
Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Johnson et al., 2007). A few studies were specific to the sense of 
belonging of students of color on college campuses (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Museus et al., 
2018; Strayhorn, 2008). Strayhorn (2012) found “supportive evidence to the idea that sense of 
belonging may be a more culturally relevant way to measure minority students’ ‘connectedness,’ 
‘attachment,’ or ‘membership’ to campus, thus accounting for more of their outcomes than other 
factors” (p. 37). Walton and Cohen (2007) conducted two experiments to test how belonging 
uncertainty can impact motivation and achievement in college. Walton and Cohen found that 
uncertainty in their belongingness had a disproportionately negative impact on students of 
color’s achievement. The social isolation of students of color is associated with low academic 
interest.  
Hurtado and Carter (1997) investigated the effects of college transition and the 
perceptions of the racial climate on Latinx students’ sense of belonging. Results from this 
quantitative longitudinal study showed that there was a “strong relationship between students’ 
sense of belonging in college and reports in frequent discussions of course content with students 
outside of class” (p. 334). The researchers emphasized the importance of peers and the merging 
of social and academic interactions, increasing the sense of belonging for Latinx students. Also, 
Hurtado and Carter found that students that frequently spoke with faculty outside of the 
classroom had a higher sense of belonging. These findings indicated the importance of informal 
relationships with peers and faculty, which can positively influence sense of belonging for Latinx 
students. Similar to Hurtado and Carter, Johnson et al. (2007) concluded that a smooth academic 




Studies have also shown that the university’s racial climate affects the sense of belonging 
of the students of color (Hurtado & Carter, 1997). Hurtado and Carter (1997) found that “Latino 
students are less likely to feel part of the community if they perceive racial tension or have 
experienced discrimination” (p. 337). Johnson et al. (2007) conducted a quantitative study to 
examine the sense of belonging of first-year college students from different ethnic and racial 
groups. Johnson et al. (2007) found that “positive perceptions of the campus racial climate were 
significantly related to students’ sense of belonging among all racial/ethnic groups except 
Hispanic/Latinos” (p. 537).  
A hostile racial climate leads to a lower sense of belonging for students of color. This 
important finding shows that the university has some control or influence over a student’s sense 
of belonging on campus. The concept shifts the responsibility of retention and persistence from 
the students of color to the institution of higher education. Johnson et al. (2007), though, asserted 
that “a more appropriate goal may be attending to students’ sense of belonging through nurturing 
a mutual responsibility shared by the individual and the institution” (p. 537). Both the students 
and the institutions have a responsibility to create a climate and environment where students of 
color can feel welcome and included. 
Johnson et al. (2007) found that the residence hall environment of the college can 
significantly contribute to students’ sense of belonging. Residence halls with socially supportive 
environments increased the students’ sense of belonging. Johnson et al. recommend that 
researchers and practitioners focus on the residence hall environment to improve the sense of 
belonging for students of color on college campuses, as it is an environment that can have a 




recommended researching whether specific college majors and LLCs that encourage students to 
talk about courses outside of the classroom increase the sense of belonging of Latinx students.  
Sense of Belonging and Nursing  
As previously stated, scholars have investigated sense of belonging within the field of 
nursing. The present research focused on psychological and mental health nursing and practices. 
However, very few studies are specific to the sense of belonging of students within nursing 
degree programs; rather, most focus on the sense of belonging of nursing students within the 
clinical field placements (Grobecker, 2015; Sedgwick, 2013). In clinical field placements, 
nursing students go into community, hospitals, and/or local clinic settings to perform direct 
nursing care with a nursing faculty. Grobecker (2015) used a descriptive correlational design to 
investigate the sense of belonging and perceived stress among BSN students in clinical 
placements. The findings showed a low inverse relationship between nursing students’ sense of 
belonging and their perceived stress within the clinical setting. Grobecker concluded that 
creating a welcoming clinical environment for the students could impact patient care outcomes. 
This study only focused on the clinical setting, though, and did not investigate the sense of 
belonging of BSN students within the classroom or college setting.   
Even fewer scholars have investigated sense of belonging specifically among students of 
color in nursing degree programs, which is essential due to their low percentages within the 
profession (Smiley et al., 2018). Understanding how sense of belonging impacts nursing students 
of color can help inform nursing programs how their campus climate can potentially influence 
the graduation rate and retention of nursing students of color. Colleges and universities can then 
create programming and work on improving the campus climate to create an environment where 




graduate. Not only can it inform programming for the retention and persistence of nursing 
students of color, but also positively influence the nursing school experience for nursing students 
of color. Increasing the sense of belonging for nursing students of color may improve their 
academics as well as their mental health.  
LLCs 
Learning communities are an emerging way for residential colleges and universities to 
improve the experience of their undergraduate students. Learning community models are not a 
novel concept to institutions of higher education. In the 1920s, Alexander Meiklejohn founded 
the Experiential College at the University of Wisconsin, the first recorded learning community 
(Smith, 2001). Meiklejohn set up the college with an interdisciplinary curriculum that 
emphasized active learning with faculty as advisors and facilitators. Even though the college 
lasted only 5 years, it impacted the students and shaped the vision for LLCs.   
Learning communities gained more attention due to the focus on retention and graduation 
of students within institutions of higher education. Astin (1993) emphasized the importance of 
students being actively engaged in the life of the institution to increase student success. Tinto 
(1998) also believed that students connected to the life of the university, socially and 
academically, were more likely to persist and stay at their university. Both of these researchers 
and their theories lead to the importance of learning communities (Lenning & Ebbers, 1999).  
Many different models and frameworks for learning communities have different elements 
and requirements. Learning communities provide intentional and purposeful experiences on 
college campuses (Lenning & Ebbers, 1999). Although most learning communities focus on 
student learning (Tinto, 2000), some are linked to academic courses, learning clusters, or interest 




the connections to peers, social groups, and academic programs. LLCs are ways to connect the 
academic and social lives of the students (Inkelas et al., 2007).  
Inkelas et al. (2008) looked at over 300 different LLCs to create a systemic, data-driven 
typology. Inkelas et al. found that all LLCs fell into three different clusters. The first cluster, 
“small, limited resourced, primarily residential life emphasis” (p. 502), was primarily based 
within residential life with very limited interaction with the academic affairs of the university. 
The second cluster, the “medium, moderately resourced, student affairs/academic affairs 
combination” (p. 502), offered a combination of resources and programming from both student 
affairs and academic affairs. LLCs in the third cluster, the “large, comprehensively resourced, 
student affairs/academic affairs combination” (p. 503), had more comprehensive, campus-wide 
resources, such as study-abroad programs and vast course offerings.  
Many universities have used LLCs to support and enhance the quality of the student 
experience, and research has also documented the benefits of LLCs on various student outcomes. 
LLCs have been shown to help students gain autonomy and independence (Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 1991). According to Pascarella and Terenzini’s (1991) review of the higher education 
literature, LLCs have “positive and significant effects on students’ gains in autonomy and 
personal independence, intellectual dispositions and orientations, and generalized personal 
development” (p. 261). Pike (1999) looked at the effects of an LLC on students’ intellectual gain 
during their first year of college. The findings showed that students who participated in an LLC 
had higher levels of involvement, interaction, and integration at the college compared to their 
peers who lived in a traditional residence hall setting.  
Recent studies have also shown positive student outcomes from LLCs, such as higher 




positive first-year experience (Andrade, 2007; Pike et al., 2011; Stassen, 2003). Inkelas et al. 
(2007) investigated the impact of LLCs on first-generation college students’ social and academic 
transition to college. The researchers used a sample of 1,335 first-generation college students 
from 33 four-year institutions of higher education. The findings showed that first-generation 
college students who participated in LLCs reported more successful academic and social 
transitions to college than first-generation college students living in a traditional residence hall.  
Stassen (2003) conducted a quantitative study looking at three different learning 
communities on campus, one of them being an LLC. According to Stassen, the participants in the 
learning communities had a significant positive effect on academic performance, first-year 
retention, and academic integration, with the students also having higher GPAs. Pasque and 
Murphy (2005) found that LLCs at a research institution had positive outcomes for academic 
achievement among the student participants. Zhao and Kuh (2004) observed that learning 
communities were associated with greater engagement and overall satisfaction with the college.  
LLCs and Sense of Belonging  
Not many studies have linked LLCs with sense of belonging. A few researchers have 
found that LLCs lead to a greater sense of belonging within the residence halls (Hoffman et al., 
2002; Inkelas & Associates, 2007; Johnson et al., 2007; Spanierman et al., 2013). Spanierman et 
al. (2013) conducted a quantitative study to investigate whether living in an LLC was associated 
with a greater sense of belonging to the residence hall and college. The researchers surveyed 334 
participants from four LLCs within the same institution. According to Spanierman et al., students 
who participated in the LLC had a greater sense of belonging to the residence hall but not the 
greater college campus. Participants reported the residence hall to be socially supportive and 




environment of the college can significantly contribute to the sense of belonging of college 
students, observing, “The residence hall appears to provide a compelling environment for 
shaping students’ sense of belonging, perhaps through the intimacy and intensity of relationships 
formed and experiences gained in the residence hall during the first year” (p. 536). Residence 
hall environments that were socially supportive increased the students’ sense of belonging. 
Hoffman et al. (2002) sought to measure sense of belonging and investigate factors that 
could lead to retention. The purpose of the four-part study was to develop and refine a sense of 
belonging instrument. Hoffman et al. found that learning communities supported relationships 
among peers regarding social and academic pressures and stressors. Forming these relationships 
with similar academic and social struggles helped create meaningful bonds. Hoffman et al. 
observed, “The common agenda and similar struggles further encouraged student/peer 
interactions and helped to create meaningful bonds between students that are characterized by 
support rather than mere social unions” (p. 252). The present study provides a foundation that a 
nursing learning community could be an ideal setting to create meaningful bonds with students 
and create a greater sense of belonging to the university. With such few studies conducted to 
investigate the connection of LLCs to sense of belonging on campus, more research is necessary 
to see if there is a relationship between LLCs and sense of belonging.  
Field- and Race-Specific LLCs  
Research has shown promising results for the positive impacts of LLCs on students, but 
there are many different models and frameworks of LLCs that have different elements and 
requirements. Some LLCs are field-specific that focus on retaining students in specific majors or 
fields of education, a common one being STEM. Research has shown that STEM-specific LLCs 




(Soldner et al., 2012), increased retention and graduation rates within the major (Dagley et al., 
2016), and a smoother social transition to college (Inkelas & Associates, 2007). These studies 
share the importance of discipline-specific LLCs on the students’ transition, retention, and 
graduation within the STEM field, indicating the need for more research on the impact of 
discipline-specific LLCs within STEM majors. However, there are no studies of the impact of an 
LLC on students within the nursing major.  
In addition to discipline-specific LLCs, some LLCs are specifically designed for students 
of color. Even so, there is limited research on the impact of LLCs on the student of color’s 
experience. Pasque and Murphy (2006) focused on the different benefits of an LLC for students 
of color compared to White students, finding that “students of color, particularly women students 
of color, reported lower levels of academic achievement than their counterparts” (p. 439). There 
needs to be further research on the effects of LLCs on students of color as most of LLC research 
focuses on the experiences of White students. 
Nursing History and Context 
When investigating the disparities of race and ethnicity of the health care providers, 
researchers often neglect to acknowledge the historical context that has created these disparities. 
Nursing was one of the few professions women had access to in the early 20th century. The 
nursing profession created opportunities for women in the United States to gain valuable 
education and a respectable occupation (Finkelman & Kenner, 2012). Since its establishment, 
nursing has been a career for middle-class White women in the United States, a historical context 
that has permeated contemporary nursing schools and nursing education. Consequently, the 
profession and education of nurses took on a feminized, raced, and classed experience, favoring 




intersections between gender, race, and class often suffer neglect and silencing in the nursing 
profession. As Lorde (1984) states, “As white women ignore their built-in privilege of whiteness 
and define woman in terms of their own experience alone, then women of color become ‘other,’ 
the outsider whose experience and tradition is too ‘alien’ to comprehend” (p. 117). As a result of 
the historical and systemic racism within the profession, the nursing workforce has an 
overrepresentation of White female nurses that does not reflect the current demographics of the 
United States, as well as a prevailing system of Whiteness. It is imperative to place nursing 
education within a historical context that has discouraged women of color from entering the 
profession. To increase the diversity of RNs and provide a workforce representative of the 
population, nursing schools need to take a critical look at their curriculum and culture to 
understand where they are supporting systems of White privilege and oppressing women of 
color. 
The foundation of the nursing profession was to strategically stratify women based on 
race and class, creating a workforce composed of only middle-class White women of good moral 
character. Consequently, CRT provides an appropriate theoretical framework to frame and 
analyze the systemic and structural barriers in nursing degree programs that marginalize women 
of color. The nurse training promoted a “moral character and subservience, with efforts to move 
away from lower-class women with dubious histories” (Finkelman & Kenner, 2012, p. 13). This 
social stratification excluded poor women and women of color from the profession while 
promoting White supremacy, with real, ongoing material and residual consequences. U.S. 
nursing training and practice emphasized Eurocentric ideals of caring for the sick, with no 




Kenner (2012) asserted, “Little has been said in this description of nursing history about the role 
of men and minorities in nursing; there was little in the early history” (p. 14).  
The silencing and neglect of other cultures, societies, and races explicitly deny 
opportunities for people of color in the nursing profession while promoting Whiteness. This 
overemphasis of Whiteness has material benefits to the people who associate as White. As Harris 
(1995) stated, “The concept of whiteness is built on exclusion and racial subjugation” (p. 283). 
The emphasis on Whiteness intentionally isolates people of color while promoting White culture.  
Whiteness and Racism in Nursing Educational Programs  
Scholars have analyzed the overemphasis of Whiteness and racism in nursing degree 
programs (Barbee, 1993; Hall & Fields, 2012; Jackson, 1993; Puzan, 2003). Many researchers 
examined nursing degree programs using a theoretical lens but did not include empirical data to 
support such claims. Barbee (1993) argued, “Racism is deep seated and pernicious in nursing” 
(p. 347). The nursing profession and educational programs exhibit three types of racism: denial, 
color-blind, and aversive. Denial racism occurs when nursing schools do not acknowledge 
racism by avoiding the term, instead believing that the nursing profession supersedes racism. The 
color-blind perspective is the point of view that race and ethnicity are irrelevant to the 
experiences of individuals, students, and patients. Last, aversive racism is characterized by the 
ambivalence of the Black experience and the “unacknowledged negative feelings and beliefs 
concerning blacks” (Barbee, 1993, p. 352). 
         Using this theoretical framework would support and strengthen the analysis of the 





A recognition of racism in the nursing profession would allow Euro-American nurses to 
redirect the energy that they use in denying racism toward forming alliances and 
organizational goals that could result in changing power relations among women. 
Furthermore, they need to be concerned with the implications of differences among 
women’s experiences and with understanding the historical and political factors at work 
in those differences. Euro-American women who become involved in nursing and who 
adopt its values with respect to homogeneity and conflict avoidance must be prepared to 
accept the consequences of reproducing their own traditions and the means by which 
these traditions maintain racism in their profession and their society. (p. 358) 
The denial and negation of racism and systems of power within nursing degree programs 
contribute to the lack of diversity of nursing professionals. Nursing programs must also analyze 
and understand the intersectionality of race and gender that marginalizes women of color. The 
unique feminized nature and Whiteness of nursing silences the experience of women of color. 
Further understanding these systems and using this theoretical framework of racism presented by 
Barbee (1993) is essential to analyzing the barriers to retention and participation of students of 
color within nursing degree programs. 
Puzan (2003) explored the prevalence of the structure of Whiteness within nursing degree 
programs to “uncover some of the ways in which nursing participates in, reproduces, and resists 
the detrimental practices associated with white cultural privilege” (p. 193). Whiteness as a power 
structure served as a lens to describe systems of power within nursing education and the 
profession that undermine students of color and privilege the White experience and perspective. 
According to Puzan, nursing programs perpetuate Whiteness as a structure by enforcing the 




beliefs of the White culture. Puzan noted, “These cultural practices are neither covert nor 
occasional; rather they are so entrenched and so pervasive as to represent the unassailable 
foundation of the health care establishment” (p. 195). There is a devotion to science and 
scientific research within the nursing community that perpetuates systems of oppression, with 
scientific knowledge presented as a “neutral, eternal, and uncontested form of knowledge rather 
than a linguistic construction that is modified by changing social and political contexts” (Puzan, 
2003, p. 196). Whiteness as a structure is prevalent within nursing education programs that 
provide structural advantages to Whites while marginalizing and devaluing the experience of 
people of color. Collecting empirical data to support these claims would further this analysis and 
enhance its implications in the nursing field. 
Researchers have examined the experience of racism through the perspectives of nursing 
students of color. However, few have focused on the narratives and experiences of women of 
color within baccalaureate nursing degree programs. The research does not consider the 
intersections of race, ethnicity, and gender experiences within the nursing programs. To increase 
the number of nurses of color, deconstructing and restructuring systems of oppression within 
nursing education is essential. Currently, nursing education oppresses women of color and 
systemically promotes the White normative experience. When nursing schools can confront and 
recognize the systemic and structural racism that prevails in nursing education, then the nursing 
profession can begin to change the demographics of the nursing workforce.  
Students of Color Experience within BSN Programs 
The need to increase the diversity of the nursing workforce has been an interest and 
concern to scholars and institutions of higher education (HHS, 2011; HRSA, 2006). Many 




2001; Amaro et al., 2006; Childs et al., 2004; Evans, 2008; Gardner, 2005; Sutherland et al., 
2007; Taxis, 2006). Understanding and analyzing the experience of students of color within 
nursing degree programs can help with restructuring programs to increase the diversity of 
professionals in the field. 
Childs et al. (2004) performed a literature review to explore strategies that would help 
with the retention of African American nursing students. The study showed finances as a barrier 
to retention, as many African American nursing students had to work and financially support 
their families while pursuing their degrees. The students’ financial obligations added to their 
stress, making it challenging to remain in the nursing degree programs. These financial barriers 
and stressors interfered with their academic performance, as they were balancing financial, 
family, and academic responsibilities all at the same time. Amaro et al. (2006), Evans (2008), 
and Gardner (2005) also arrived at similar findings. Students of color usually received financial 
aid and had work responsibilities that conflicted with and negatively impacted their studies. This 
finding is not surprising because students of color are more likely to come from underresourced 
backgrounds than their White counterparts. According to the U.S. Census (2015), the percentage 
of Blacks and Hispanics living below the poverty level in the United States is 25% and 24%, 
respectively (DeNavas-Walt & Proctor). In comparison, only 10% of the non-Hispanic White 
population lives below the poverty line. 
In addition to financial barriers, many nursing students of color also face academic 
challenges that impede retention within nursing degree programs (Amaro et al., 2006; Childs et 
al., 2004; Evans, 2008; Gardner, 2005; Taxis, 2006). Amaro et al. (2006) conducted a qualitative 
study to understand the perceived educational barriers to completing a nursing degree program. 




bachelor’s nursing degree program within the last 2 years. Amaro et al. used an open-ended 
questionnaire from a previous larger study to collect data. One of the major themes was that 
academic barriers posed challenges to the completion of the nursing program. The researchers 
found that students struggled with the academics of the nursing program and felt they lacked the 
appropriate academic support and tutoring services. Some of the participants wanted access to 
organized study groups or tutoring services specifically tailored for students of color with 
linguistic needs. In addition, the researchers found that language barriers were also affecting 
their academics. Students who spoke other languages faced challenges with reading, note-taking, 
and multiple-choice exams. 
Evans (2008) identified another academic challenge that was particular to the nursing 
students of color. Evans conducted a qualitative study to compare the nursing school experience 
of White students and students of color. In-depth interviews occurred with 12 Hispanic students, 
two American Indian students, and 17 Anglo-Saxon students. A majority of the students of color 
spoke about their fear of failing out of the nursing program, a fear reported by only one of the 17 
Anglo-Saxon students. The students of color shared how they found the nursing program to be 
more academically challenging than they expected, and they were not as academically prepared 
for the rigor of their classes.  
Asian American Experience in BSN Programs 
There is limited research on the Asian American student experience within BSN 
programs. Most scholars focus on students of color’s experience in BSN programs, defining this 
population as African American or Black, Latinx or Hispanic, and American Indian (Childs et 
al., 2004; Evans, 2008). RNs who identify as Asian represent over 7% of RNs, which parallels 




underrepresented in the nursing profession, most scholars do not include them when 
investigating barriers to a nursing degree for students of color. However, a few researchers have 
investigated the experience of international Asian students in nursing degree programs (Cheele et 
al., 2011; Xu & Davidhizar, 2005). These studies emphasized the cultural and language 
differences of the students to the nursing education context.  
Asian Americans graduate at the same rate as their White counterparts, with a 4-year 
private institution completion rate of 51% and 49%, respectively (National Student Clearing 
House, 2020). Due to their perceived high levels of education, there is a view of Asian 
Americans as the “model minority.” This stereotype reinforces the idea that Asian Americans are 
hard workers, value education, and do not face racism or discrimination based on their race (Lee, 
1994; Wu, 2002). However, even with similar graduation rates, Asian American students still 
experience hostile racial climates and endure racism within higher education institutions 
(Maramba & Museus, 2012; McGee et al., 2016; Museus & Park, 2015). Therefore, there is a 
need for more research regarding the experiences of Asian Americans on college campuses.  
 Scant research exists regarding the experience of Asian Americans in STEM majors. 
McGee et al. (2016) investigated the racialized experiences of Asian American students in 
STEM majors and how they made sense of the model minority myth. They found that Asian 
students, like African American and Latinx students, faced challenges and discrimination in the 
STEM majors due to their race. Even with their proximity to Whiteness, Asian students suffered 
negative impacts from the model minority myth. This finding suggests that Asian American 
students may also face racial discrimination within BSN programs.   
The Chronicle of Higher Education published an article about the discrimination against 




(2019) examined three Asian heritage students who claimed the Duke University School of 
Nursing discriminated against them because of their race. All of the students performed well 
academically until the clinical rotations, where they received conflicting feedback about behavior 
and performance. For example, a student said she was penalized for being “too arrogant” in one 
clinical course and received an evaluation of “isn’t assertive enough” in another. These low 
evaluations resulted in failures and required the three Asian American students to take a leave of 
absence for a semester. Thus, Asian American students also experience racial discrimination in 
the nursing education context. 
Racism Experienced Within BSN Programs  
Like students of color within higher education and STEM programs, nursing students of 
color face particular financial and academic challenges. Themes of microaggressions, systemic 
racism, color blindness, and Whiteness were unique to students of color within BSN programs. 
In a qualitative study of the perceived barriers experienced by nursing students of color that 
impacted their nursing degree program success, Gardener (2005) conducted in-depth interviews 
with 15 nursing students of color in a PWI nursing program. Eight prominent themes emerged 
from these interviews:  
Feelings of loneliness and isolation, differentness, absence of acknowledgment of 
individuality from teachers, peers’ lack of understanding and knowledge about cultural 
differences, lack of support from teachers, coping with insensitivity and discrimination, 
determination to build a better future, and overcoming obstacles. (Gardner, 2005, p. 155) 
Many of the themes were based on the concept that students of color were “different” from their 





One of the themes expressed by students was the negative experience with their nursing 
peers (Gardner, 2005). Many of these students reported feelings of isolation and loneliness 
because they felt as if they were treated differently by their White peers, and they could only 
interact with fellow students of color. Others said that their White peers did not value their 
opinions and contributions to the class. Another theme was that faculty members contributed to 
the feeling of isolation and loneliness of the students of color. The participants felt the nursing 
faculty neither treated them as individuals nor acknowledged their differences based on ethnicity 
or race. Students wanted the faculty to reach out and ask about their experiences. Gardner (2005) 
observed, “The minority students have great needs and experience many difficulties and they 
want to know that someone understands their situation” (p. 157). Students of color desired more 
attention and understanding from their faculty members as a source of support within their 
nursing program. 
In addition, these nursing students of color also shared experiences of daily 
discrimination and insensitivity within the nursing program (Gardner, 2005). From the findings, 
though, it was unclear if the students faced discrimination from peers, faculty, or the university 
community. Future studies are necessary regarding this experience to elaborate on the 
discrimination experienced in nursing degree programs. Gardner (2005) alluded that nursing 
students of color experienced discrimination but did not expand on these experiences. 
Amaro et al. (2006) also found that many nursing students of color faced prejudice and 
discrimination within their nursing programs, specifically from the nursing faculty, classmates, 
clinical instructors, and patients. Participants described experiencing intolerance from hospital 




development, many also reported prejudice and discrimination from their instructors, which they 
found particularly devastating. 
The open-ended questionnaire approach used by Amaro et al. allowed for an informative 
overview of the experiences of nurses of color but limited the description of their experiences. A 
questionnaire did not allow for follow-up questions or an elaboration of student responses. 
Conducting interviews or administering another open-ended questionnaire to the participants 
may have provided more in-depth information about the discrimination and prejudice they 
experienced within the nursing program. Asking more targeted questions regarding the 
experience with discrimination in the nursing programs would provide valuable information for 
understanding this phenomenon as a barrier to a nursing degree. 
Recommendations for BSN Programs to Support Students of Color  
Many of the empirical research studies discussed had similar recommendations for 
nursing programs to offer better support to their nursing students of color (Amaro et al., 2006; 
Childs et al., 2004; Evans, 2008; Gardner, 2005). The most common recommendation was to 
offer cultural bias training for the nursing faculty. The researchers recommended that the nursing 
faculty develop cultural awareness and sensitivity to dismantle their assumptions of students of 
color (Childs et al., 2004). Amaro et al. (2006) noted that instructor training is essential when 
working with ethnically diverse students because “instructors must realize the effects of their 
words and actions on nursing students” (p. 254). The faculty within the nursing programs can be 
a significant source of support to students of color, but they could also present as a barrier to 
these nursing students (Amaro et al., 2006; Childs et al., 2004; Evans, 2008; Gardner, 2005). 
Evans (2008) recommended that nursing faculty receive training not only on cultural awareness 




Most of the researchers emphasized the importance of training the nursing faculty in 
cultural awareness to best support the nursing students of color, indicating that there could be a 
problem within the nursing school culture. This recommendation of cultural awareness training 
suggests that most nursing faculty members are not trained on or aware of their cultural biases. 
This assumption finds support in the reality that the majority of nursing faculty are White 
women. According to the American Association of Colleges of Nursing (2015), only 14% of 
nursing faculty identified as non-White, whereas 86% identify as White. It is crucial to 
understand how the culture within the nursing faculty can perpetuate White normative practices, 
which harm the student of color’s experience. Future research studies should focus on the 
nursing faculty to further analyze and investigate the practices that discriminate against students 
of color within nursing programs. 
Childs et al. (2004) recommended that the nursing curricula receive further analysis as a 
barrier to nursing students of color because the curricula have a foundational Eurocentric cultural 
model. Childs et al. suggested, “Incorporating cultural variations into the schema would 
challenge all students to take into consideration the differences between people of other racial 
and ethnic groups, thus improving the quality of care provided to culturally diverse populations” 
(p. 132). This recommendation and analysis of the nursing curricula pose benefits not only for 
students of color but also White nursing students learning to provide more culturally competent 
care to all of their patients. Childs et al. addressed the institutional barriers of nursing education 
that impede the retention of African American nursing students. The Eurocentric emphasis of the 
nursing curricula requires further investigation to incorporate the voices, viewpoints, and 
experiences of people of color. The lack of representation of people of color and the stereotypes 




Gaps From the Literature of Students of Color in BSN Programs  
All of these empirical studies added knowledge regarding the perceived barriers to a 
nursing degree program from the perspective of nurses of color. However, they were without a 
theoretical lens to analyze the findings. Without a theoretical lens, the studies lacked depth in 
analysis and provided a superficial examination of the experience of the students of color. The 
researchers also failed to recognize and acknowledge the emotional and psychological effects of 
facing daily discrimination from their peers, faculty, and clinical instructors. The cumulative 
impact of daily discrimination can be harmful to people of color (Sue et al., 2007). The lack of 
analysis and acknowledgment of such impact diminishes the students’ voices and lived 
experiences. Using a theoretical framework for analysis and recognizing how discrimination 
affects students of color are crucial to improving the nursing education program culture to be 
more inclusive for students of color. Without a deeper understanding of the experiences of 
students of color within nursing, nursing schools will not be able to improve on diversifying the 
nursing workforce. 
Aiken et al. (2001) conducted an empirical study using a Black feminist theoretical 
framework to understand the factors that encourage and discourage participation in RN 
completion programs for Black adult women. In this qualitative study, 10 Black adult women 
engaged in interviews about the issues affecting participation within RN completion programs. 
Aiken et al. found that participants experienced two significant barriers to their nursing program: 
the experience of being “other” and the culture of racism. First, Aiken et al. used the 
“essentialized other” described and used by Black feminists (Collins, 1990; hooks, 1989) to 
illustrate their experience within the nursing culture. The “essentialized other” refers to the dual 




different worlds. Black women live in a Black world with full citizenship and inhabit a White 
world where they are subservient (Collins, 1990). Even though these Black women felt like the 
“other” during their nursing school experience, it did not prevent them from graduating. 
However, the feeling discouraged them from participating within the nursing school and not 
feeling a sense of belonging to the nursing school community and their peers. 
The culture of racism was also a chief factor in the lack of participation within the 
nursing programs from these women of color (Aiken et al., 2001). According to Aiken et al. 
(2001), as a result of the culture of racism present in the nursing program, the women felt “a 
sense of injustice, psychological distress, and denial” (p. 314). The women discussed the racism 
and injustices they endured throughout their program and how they caused psychological 
distress. Even though the women spoke about the racism they faced, many also denied these 
experiences, discounting them as not racist to protect themselves and continue their nursing 
education. 
Aiken et al.’s (2001) findings indicate that discrimination and racism impact the 
experience of nursing students of color within a nursing degree program. Using a critical 
theoretical lens was vital to understanding the issues that can impede participation in RN 
completion programs; however, the lens did not speak to the experiences of students of color 
within entry-level nursing degree programs. A Black feminist theoretical framework enabled a 
more robust analysis of the experience for Black women within nursing programs. Conducting a 
study within this conceptual framework would be informative to see if the same patterns arise 





CRT is the conceptual framework that informs this research study. CRT tenets will be 
helpful primarily for the conceptualization of the data collection and discussion of the findings. 
CRT focuses on the relationships between race, racism, and power (Delgado & Stefanic, 2012). 
CRT originated within legal studies in the 1970s, introduced by Bell, Delgado, Freeman, 
Crenshaw, Matsuda, and Williams. CRT stemmed from legal scholars of color who recognized 
laws and policies as a system within society to oppress and subordinate people of color (Bell, 
1992). CRT scholars believe that analyzing race and racism is essential to understanding the 
systems of power and oppression present in the United States. CRT challenges the dominant 
discourse of oppression, power, and White supremacy to disrupt, dismantle, and eliminate racism 
within American society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). CRT is not only a theory to recognize and 
view systemic racism in the laws and policies but an action-oriented approach to expose and 
dismantle racism in the United States (Matsuda et al., 1993). Understanding the racism and 
power dynamics within a BSN program will uncover the systemic and structural barriers, not just 
individual barriers, that may be present for first-year nursing students of color. 
CRT in Higher Education  
Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) introduced the epistemological theory of CRT to the 
field of education. Despite the theory’s establishment in the legal field, CRT scholars argue that 
racism has permeated all aspects of higher education, not just K–12 (Patton et al., 2015). CRT 
allows for the critique of higher education as an equalizer for people who want to improve their 
life opportunities (Patton, 2016). CRT emphasizes the historical and racist underpinnings of 
institutions of higher education and their influence in perpetuating inequities among 




Using CRT as an analytical framework establishes how structural and systemic racism 
has impacted the education of students of color. Yosso et al. (2009) explained how using CRT as 
a model is necessary for the analysis of higher education: 
Taken together, these tenets present a unique approach to existing modes of scholarship 
in higher education because they explicitly focus on how the social construct of race 
shapes university structures, practices, and discourses from the perspectives of those 
injured by and fighting against institutional racism. (p. 663) 
CRT allowed for a more in-depth analysis of the structures and policies within a BSN program 
that upholds systemic racism and privileges White students. CRT provides the tools to analyze 
and disrupt the systems of power that continue to dominate institutions of higher education. A 
few basic tenets within CRT permeate most of the theories, despite variance by theorist and 
researcher; these include race as central, critiques of color blindness, the use of 
counternarratives, and intersectionality. These will be useful to understand how CRT impacts 
higher education institutions and BSN programs.  
Race as Central  
Racism is ordinary, endemic to, and enduring in U.S. society (Bell, 1992; Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2012). Racism is a common occurrence and a part of the everyday experience for 
people and communities of color. Racism is present in the laws and policies of the government 
and institutions and permeates all aspects of American society, including education (Matsuda et 
al., 1993). Race is a tool used to stratify society and place Whites above all other races 
(Andersen & Collins, 2010). Race is a social construct that stratifies society, promotes systems 
of power, and reinforces inequities. CRT provides a comprehensive understanding of the 




program contexts. It builds upon the idea that race is a central construct used to perpetuate 
inequities within the United States (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). In addition, racism is a 
contributing factor to the disparities in education for students of color compared to White 
students. CRT will help uncover how race and racism are present in systems within higher 
education and college campuses.  
Critique of Color Blindness  
The second tenet is that CRT challenges and criticizes color blindness. Color blindness 
focuses on the idea of not seeing differences and treating everyone the same. When racism is 
endemic in all American institutions, though, “The routines, practices, and institutions that we 
rely on to do the world’s work will keep minorities in subordinate positions” (Delgado & 
Stefanic, 2012, p. 27). CRT criticizes claims of neutrality, objectivity, color blindness, and 
meritocracy (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Solórzano, 1997). These “traditional claims are a 
camouflage for the self-interest, power, and privilege of dominant groups in U.S. society” 
(Solórzano, 1997, p. 6). Thus, everyday discourses are proxies used to perpetuate inequities and 
systems of oppression by the dominant, normative culture. Ladson-Billings (2010) explained 
how these race-neutral notions could harm students of color within the educational setting: 
This race-neutral perspective purports to see deficiency as an individual phenomenon. 
Thus, instruction is conceived as a generic set of teaching skills that should work for all 
students. When these strategies or skills fail to achieve desired results, the students, not 
the techniques, are found to be lacking. (p. 19) 
Ladson-Billings argued that race-neutral perspectives are detrimental to students of color, 
framing them under a deficit model instead of looking at the structures and systems in place that 





The third tenet of CRT is the recognition and dependence on the experiential knowledge 
of people and communities of color (Solórzano, 1997). People of color have valuable 
experiences and important viewpoints when interpreting laws and policies (Ladson-Billings, 
2010). Because the dominant, normative culture has created narratives for and about 
communities of color, counterstorytelling is a tool to empower people of color and provide a 
voice for a community usually silenced (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Delgado and Stefancic 
(2012) stated that “stories can name a type of discrimination; once named, it can be combated” 
(p. 49). Storytelling is a key tenet in CRT as a tool to combat racism and a way to recognize and 
empower the knowledge and perspectives of people of color. Using counternarratives within 
higher education allows for a critical analysis of the campus culture and helps inform research on 
how campuses can be more inclusive (Hiraldo, 2010).  
Intersectionality  
Even though race is at the center of analysis, CRT recognizes that the intersectionality of 
gender and class also discriminates against people and communities of color (Crenshaw, 1993). 
Crenshaw (1993) coined the term intersectionality to refers to different social identities that 
intersect and shape individuals’ experiences. In shaping these experiences, intersectionality can 
also oppress people based on the multiple identities of the individual. Crenshaw stated that “the 
problem with identity politics is not that it fails to transcend difference, as some critics charge, 
but rather the opposite—that it frequently conflates or ignores intra-group differences” (p. 1241). 
The intersecting identities of individuals can oppress or exclude individuals within generalizable 




 Intersectionality, like CRT, has a social activist component. Using intersectionality as a 
framework can help uncover the inequities among communities with multiple oppressed 
identities. Exposing inequities can help build better coalitions and partnerships between social 
movements and activists, so the discrimination and oppression of groups of people do not 
continue. Intersectionality is, therefore, important when trying to understand the women of 
color’s experience in BSN programs. It is essential to understand that the race and gender of 
students influence their experiences within higher education and the BSN program. The unique 




CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
Introduction 
This chapter details the methodology for this research study. The chapter restates the 
research question and the rationale for choosing the qualitative case study as an investigatory 
approach. In addition, I outline the theoretical lens and describe the research site, participant 
selection process, historical context, and data sources. Finally, this chapter will conclude with 
my approach to data analysis, validity, and a statement of researcher positionality. 
Chapter 2 provided the rationale and context for the need to examine the impact of a LLC 
on the sense of belonging for first-year women of color within a BSN program. The study is a 
means to understand this context and the participants’ interpretations of their experiences as first-
year students within a nursing living and learning community (NLLC). The findings will inform 
the literature on how LLCs can support BSN programs to increase the retention and graduation 
of women of color and illustrate the complexity of the perceived experiences and transitions to a 
BSN program for first-year women of color. Understanding the many complex and 
multidimensional experiences of women of color in this context could influence the development 
and implementation of effective educational policies and procedures in BSN programs, which 
may lead to higher graduation rates for nursing students of color.  
Research Question  
Understanding how a NLLC for students of color impacts the sense of belonging is an 
essential question, as no researchers have specifically looked at this phenomenon. Many studies 
have shown that field-specific LLCs are a useful tool and model for improving the student 
experience and retention, especially in the STEM majors (Dagley et al., 2016; Inkelas & 




have the same impact on students of color, and even less is known about whether LLCs are 
effective for students of color in a nursing major.  
The literature shows that a sense of belonging enhances student wellness, student 
retention, and graduation rates (Hausmann et al., 2007; Strayhorn, 2012). Additionally, students 
of color experience sense of belonging very differently on campus compared to their White 
counterparts (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Johnson et al., 2007; Museus et al., 2018; Strayhorn, 
2012). This study focused on the intersection of a NLLC for students of color and their sense of 
belonging. The primary research question that guided the study was, How does a nursing living 
and learning community impact the sense of belonging for first-year women of color who attend 
a BSN program within a PWI? The second research question was, How different is the sense of 
belonging of the women of color who participated in the nursing-focused LLC compared to the 
first-year BSN women of color who did not participate in the nursing-focused LLC? 
Qualitative Research Design 
A qualitative research design was the most appropriate methodology for this investigation 
based on the ontological view that there are various realities, perspectives, and truths within a 
similar phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Each participant can interpret and make meaning 
of their experience in countless ways, creating various truths regarding the same phenomenon. 
Because the experiences and viewpoints of the first-year nursing women may be varied and 
potentially conflicting, a qualitative approach can help uncover and understand each participants’ 
perspectives. My intention with this qualitative study was to report on the transition to college 
and sense of belonging within the BSN program of each participant and how she made sense of 




nursing program “interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning 
they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 15).  
A qualitative approach also allowed for a vivid description of these experiences and 
viewpoints from the participants within the BSN educational context. Capturing the participants’ 
voices through a survey, content analysis, interviews, and focus groups provided a richly 
descriptive and vivid account of their transition to the BSN program, a construction of their 
identity, and sense of belonging in this context. I intended to capture their experiences and 
viewpoints without predetermining or assuming what they were feeling or what they 
experienced. Data collection occurred using a qualitative focus group, interviews, and journal 
entries that involved open-ended questions. A detailed description was crucial to establish the 
participants’ understanding of their experiences within the first year of the BSN program.  
Researching within the natural setting was essential to capture the phenomenon of the 
students’ sense of belonging within the BSN program and the NLLC. The structures that inhibit 
or promote inclusion are complex and situated in systems and practices that may have been 
particular to this BSN program context (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The context depiction was 
essential to this study due to the weight and potential influence that the history and climate of the 
BSN program and NLLC have on the perspectives of first-year nursing women of color. The 
contextual information better elucidated the experiences of the BSN first-year students.  
I engaged in an inductive research process, collecting data first, analyzing data while 
gathering, and seeing what emerged from the data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I did not test a 
theory. Furthermore, elements of the data collection process changed based on the participants’ 
perspectives and my reflexivity (Creswell & Poth, 2018). For example, the semistructured 




interview questions. I had to remain flexible as the interview protocol changed due to the 
responses of the participants who completed the survey and journal entries. In addition, I created 
the focus group protocol after analyzing the individual interviews. This flexibility in the design 
was part of the qualitative research process that allowed me to learn from the participants and 
obtain explanatory data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 
Case Study Model  
I used a case study design as a means of answering the research questions. Yin (2014) 
deemed a case study approach the most appropriate to answer a how question, and when 
researchers focus on a contemporary event over which they have no control. The primary 
research question that guided this study was, How does a nursing living and learning community 
impact the sense of belonging for first-year women of color who attend a BSN program within a 
PWI? The second research question was, How different is the sense of belonging of the women 
of color who participated in the nursing-focused LLC compared to the first-year BSN women of 
color who did not participate in the nursing-focused LLC? The exploratory nature of these 
questions and the focus on the experiences and perceptions of sense of belonging within a BSN 
program at a PWI for these first-year nursing women of color made a case study design 
appropriate.  
A qualitative case study is valuable in research settings where it is difficult to 
differentiate between the phenomenon and the research context (Yin, 2014). To fully understand 
the participants’ experiences of sense of belonging, I needed to understand both the BSN 
program and NLLC contexts. I was interested in the perceptions of first-year nursing women of 




the phenomenon and the contexts may not have been distinguishable, making a case study 
suitable for this investigation.  
Furthermore, the case study design is preferable for “investigating contemporary events, 
but when the relevant behaviors cannot be manipulated” (Yin, 2014, p. 12). In this research 
study, I examined the perceptions of the transition to college and sense of belonging of first-year 
nursing women of color’s experiences during the first year of their undergraduate program and 
within the NLLC. This research study did not alter the experiences of the participants during 
their first year of the program; however, it enhanced the understanding of their perceptions of 
these experiences. 
Causal Comparative Research Study  
This qualitative case study incorporated causal comparison, differentiating between two 
groups of students to explain the differences regarding their transition to the BSN program and 
their sense of belonging (Suter, 2012). One group comprised first-year nursing women of color 
enrolled in the NLLC; the other group was first-year nursing women of color not enrolled in the 
NLLC. The variable in this study was enrollment or lack of enrollment in the NLLC (Suter, 
2012). I sought to investigate how the NLLC impacts the sense of belonging for these women of 
color and if there is a difference in the sense of belonging between these two different groups of 
students.  
The control group comprised first-year nursing women of color who were not part of the 
NLLC. Participant selection was via nonrandom, purposive sampling (Patton, 2015). It was 
nonrandom because they were all first-year nursing students at a PWI BSN program who identify 
as women of color. The experimental group was nursing students enrolled in the NLLC. The 




selected to be a part of the NLLC and all identified as first-year nursing women of color at a PWI 
BSN program.  
Conceptual Framework 
 Two conceptual frameworks served to structure this research study: sense of belonging 
and CRT. A conceptual framework explains “the main things to be studied—the key factors, 
constructs or variables—and the presumed relationships among them” (Miles & Huberman, 
1994, p. 18). Each conceptual framework had a different purpose in this research. Sense of 
belonging framed the whole study, informing the survey, interview, and focus group protocols. 
CRT served primarily to form the research questions that guided this study and framed the focus 
of the research.  
Sense of Belonging  
Sense of belonging was the primary conceptual framework for this research. Based on the 
literature review, sense of belonging positively impacts student retention and academic 
persistence (Hausman et al., 2007). Connections with peers, the greater college community, and 
faculty all affect the sense of belonging and transition to college (Hausmann et al., 2007; 
Strayhorn, 2012). The racial climate of the institution also influences the sense of belonging for 
students of color (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Johnson et al., 2007; Museus et al., 2018; Strayhorn, 
2012). For this study, Hurtado and Carter’s (1997) sense of belonging scale informed the survey 
distributed to all participants. The interview and focus group questions emerged from this sense 
of belonging survey, allowing the participants to elaborate and expand on the sense of belonging 
themes and constructs.    
The constructs and key factors of sense of belonging were from Hurtado and Carter’s 




campus, residence hall climate, and interactions with peers and faculty. I used these constructs to 
understand the students’ sense of belonging within the nursing program to see if the NLLC had 
improved students’ sense of belonging. These factors have all shown to influence the sense of 
belonging of students of color specifically.  
CRT 
CRT is the conceptual framework that informed my thinking and conceptualization of the 
research questions and the creation of the study. CRT tenets and constructs were the foundation 
for the methodology and the overall research concept. For example, focusing on the experiences 
and voices of women of color provided a counternarrative within the nursing education context. 
This study centralized the perspectives of the women of color in the BSN program to present a 
viewpoint not abundant in the literature. Also, I approached the research question assuming that 
race was central and racism was endemic in the BSN program. Despite no CRT tenets used or 
tested to analyze the data, the tenets informed the conceptualization of the research study.  
Because CRT served as a conceptual framework for this qualitative case study, tenets 
informed the research questions. Foremost, a fundamental tenet for CRT is the “recognition of 
the experiential knowledge of people of color” (Matsuda et al., 1993, p. 6). Focusing on the 
voices, perceptions, and experiences of nursing students of color was central to this study. Using 
counternarratives supported the awareness that the students of color are knowledgeable and 
insightful about how the practices and policies of the BSN program may sustain racism and 
exclusionary practices. These perspectives can challenge the dominant discourse on race and 
racism within the nursing educational context (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012).  
CRT was also appropriate to challenge the dominant ideology of the BSN program 




neutrality in education (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001). The data underwent analysis to discover 
different racial inequities experienced within the BSN program and reinforced within the BSN 
program (Ladson-Billings, 1998). Additionally, the CRT framework is action-oriented and 
committed to social justice. The knowledge gained through the research of racial inequity should 
be useful for social justice and social change. Data collection included advice from these 
students of color on improving the experiences for future first-year nursing women of color.  
Research Site Selection 
River Stone University (RSU), a pseudonym, was the site selected for this qualitative 
research study. RSU is a private, suburban, religiously affiliated PWI in the U.S. Northeast. RSU 
is a selective university with a 27% acceptance rate and an annual undergraduate tuition rate of 
approximately $57,000 per year, with 68% of students receiving need-based financial aid. Of 
RSU’s 14,500 enrolled students, 9,400 are undergraduates. RSU has a gender distribution of 
53% female and 47% male. Also, 33% of students identify as a person of color. RSU is mainly a 
residential university with 85% of its undergraduate student body residing on campus, typically 
ranging from 18 to 22 years old. There are four undergraduate schools within the university with 
a faculty-to-student ratio of 1 to 12. 
 RSU’s nursing school is the smallest of the four undergraduate academic schools. The 
BSN consists of 4 required years (8 semesters) of nursing courses, mandatory liberal arts core 
requirements, and a few electives. Upon completion, graduates receive a BSN degree and are 
eligible to sit for the National Council Licensure Examination to become a licensed RN. The 
BSN curriculum comprises both didactic and clinical coursework. BSN students must complete 
seven clinical courses, which call for them to go to the hospital or health clinic with a faculty 




enrolled in the BSN program, which includes 92% females and 8% males. The BSN program 
consists of 38% students of color, with 16% of students identifying as Asian American, 6% 
identifying as African American or Black, 11% identifying as Latinx or Hispanic, and 5% 
identifying with more than one race.  
RSU Nursing School Context  
In 2016, an Asian American female nursing faculty member, Dr. Le (a pseudonym), 
constructed and disseminated a survey to current undergraduate and graduate nursing students 
about diversity and inclusion in the BSN program (see Appendix A). Dr. Le was the Diversity 
Committee Chair for the nursing school and wanted to understand how the BSN students were 
feeling about issues of diversity and inclusion within the RSU BSN program. The survey 
included 19 questions, two of which were open-ended, about the racial climate and feelings of 
inclusion within the nursing school (see Appendix A). There were 296 undergraduate 
respondents out of 432 students and 58 graduate student responses out of 274 students, making 
for response rates of 68.5% and 21.2%, respectively. 
The survey indicated that, in general, students felt the RSU nursing school fostered an 
environment that was inclusive and diverse. With the data disaggregated by race and ethnicity, a 
different analysis emerged. Fewer students of color than White students responded that the 
nursing program was as inclusive or diverse to the degree. On each survey question, students of 
color responded differently from their White peers. For example, only 8% of students of color 
felt that the RSU BSN program fostered an inclusive environment, compared to 28% of White 
students. Even though the overall analysis of the data depicted the BSN program as an inclusive 
climate by the majority of students, the students of color tended not to share these perceptions of 





The NLLC’s creation was during the 2019–2020 academic year. The NLLC is a 1-year, 
grant-funded initiative funded by RSU for research projects focused on students’ formative 
practices and programs. The RSU BSN program applied for the research grant to begin a new 
NLLC to support the first-year BSN students of color. Very few students in the RSU BSN 
program do not progress to the second year of the nursing program or receive dismissal from the 
BSN program due to not meeting the required science GPA requirement of 2.0 (Simonelli, 2019–
2020). Even with the small percentage of dismissals, “Disproportionally, the students that fail to 
reach the science GPA requirement during the first-year are students that are under-represented 
in the field of nursing (first-generation to college, students of color, and/or under-resourced 
students)” (p. 1). For this reason, the RSU BSN program decided to pilot a program to support 
the progression of RSU BSN program students who are underrepresented in the field of nursing.  
The NLLC is for students who identify as first-year nursing students of color. These 
students tend to face more significant academic challenges during their first year of the BSN 
program due to many factors. They also face challenges adapting to RSU’s culture and climate, 
which could negatively impact their sense of belonging at the BSN program. The first-year 
nursing curriculum can be challenging for students who do not have robust study, time 
management, or test-taking skills. The goals of the NLLC are to create a greater sense of 
community within the first-year curriculum and the residence hall and to integrate the 
participants’ intellectual, social, and spiritual lives to have a positive and enriching first year at 
RSU in the BSN program. The NLLC tried to incorporate themes of time management, study 




The NLLC partners with a 6-credit theology and philosophy course in which all NLLC 
participants enroll during their first year at RSU. The course has a medical ethics undercurrent 
throughout its two semesters. The students live in the same residential campus and hold their 
discussion groups in the residence hall. In addition to the NLLC requirements and the theology 
and philosophy course, all the first-year students are enrolled in Anatomy and Physiology I and 
Lab (A&P), Chemistry and Lab, and a required first-year nursing course during the fall semester. 
Furthermore, NLLC will host dinners, weekly discussion groups, and speakers to inspire 
students’ reflection on their lives and desire to be nurses and promote self-care. During the 
spring semester, NLLC students continue with their 6-credit theology and philosophy course, 
A&P course, and NLLC course requirement. In addition, students enroll in a statistics course and 
a required first-year nursing course. NLLC students register for 16 credit hours in the fall and 
spring semesters.  
Participant Selection 
First-year RSU nursing students of color who identify as women were qualified to be 
participants in this research. All students enrolled in the NLLC during the 2019–2020 academic 
year identified as nursing women of color; therefore, all were qualified to participate in the 
study. There were two distinct samples of participants: first-year nursing students enrolled in the 
NLLC and first-year nursing students not enrolled in the NLLC but identifying as women of 
color. Comparing the perceptions and experiences of these two groups of first-year nursing 
students provided an understanding of how the NLLC influenced their sense of belonging and 
transition to RSU and the BSN program.  
Stratified purposeful sampling is appropriate to produce stratified information-rich cases 




participants in the sample of first-year nursing students in the NLLC. For first-year nursing 
women of color, 28 students qualified as potential participants and thus received invitations. 
Both groups compared their experiences with their transition to RSU, with their responses 
indicating if there were differences between participants in the NLLC and those not enrolled in 
the NLLC.  
Men were not eligible for the study because of the overrepresentation of women in the 
nursing profession. Thus, there was a focus on the experiences of women of color without 
introducing issues of gender in a female-dominated profession and school. Understanding the 
intersectionality of women of color is essential. I cannot distinguish what is unique to the student 
of color experience without taking the gender of an individual into account. The nursing 
profession is primarily female-oriented, with 91% of RNs identifying as female; therefore, male 
nursing students’ and nurses’ experiences may be very different from the female nursing 
students’ (Smiley et al., 2018). Men in nursing also may have faced other issues of power within 
the program because their gender is in the minority. Stereotypes of nurses being women 
potentially impact the male nursing student, creating unique challenges for them within a BSN 
program (Kelly et al., 1996). Due to these issues, this study focused on the perceptions of the 
experiences of women of color.  
Historic Context 
The 2019–2020 academic year was not a traditional academic year for RSU students or 
the United States. Therefore, this section presents the context of the climate when the students 
finished their first year of the BSN program. It also describes the context of when the interviews 
and focus groups took place. This historical context and phenomena may have influenced the 




COVID-19 Pandemic  
In March 2020, the COVID-19 global pandemic forced U.S. universities and colleges to 
go fully remote for the remainder of the academic year (Hess, 2020). As a result, in mid-March, 
RSU required all students to leave campus housing and transitioned all courses from in-person to 
online learning. The end of the spring 2020 semester occurred via distance learning. 
 The COVID-19 pandemic required an early conclusion to the residence hall experience 
for the 2019–2020 NLLC participants. As a result, the NLLC residential experience stopped, and 
there was no longer a residential component to the LLC. Even so, the biweekly classes for the 
NLLC continued to meet via Zoom for the remainder of the spring 2020 semester. Thus, the 
NLLC was not residential for an entire academic year, which could have impacted the 
participants’ experiences.  
 In addition, the 2020–2021 academic year was also a nontraditional year for RSU 
students. RSU allowed all students to move back to the residence halls in August 2020, albeit 
with strict community rules enforced to keep the RSU community safe. For example, there were 
social distancing rules and required mask-wearing, students received frequent COVID tests, and 
the school canceled most social events. Even though all students were allowed to move back to 
campus, there was a mix of in-person, hybrid, and fully remote classes during the 2020–2021 
academic year. These changes and events impacted the university experience for the RSU BSN 
students and the participants of this study. 
Black Lives Matter Movement  
On May 25, 2020, George Floyd, a 46-year-old Black man, was killed while in the 
custody of the Minneapolis Police (Maxouris et al., 2020). Filmed on a smartphone camera, the 




Black men and women, including Breonna Taylor and Ahmaud Arbery, propelled the Black 
Lives Matter Movement during spring and summer 2020. Residents in cities across the United 
States protested against police brutality and sought justice for George Floyd (Cheung, 2020). In 
addition, these protests mobilized the country, organizations, companies, and higher education 
institutions to develop antiracist statements and action plans. As a result, in early June 2020, the 
RSU president sent an email to all RSU community members condemning racial prejudice and 
injustice. This tense U.S. racial climate may have impacted the participants in this study.   
Hate Crimes Against Asian Americans  
Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, there have been increased hate crimes 
against Asian Americans (Jeung et al., 2021), with more frequent attacks in public spaces and 
race-blaming for the pandemic. As a result, Asian Americans have felt vulnerable and fearful of 
anti-Asian hate crimes. These attacks have been on the rise in 2020 and continued in 2021. This 
context is essential because there were many Asian American participants in this research study. 
The increase in Asian American hate crimes may have impacted the sense of belonging of the 
participants during the 2020–2021 academic year.   
Racial Conflict at RSU  
During the spring 2021 semester, two White male students vandalized a residence hall 
floor primarily occupied by women of color at RSU (River Stone Newspaper Author 1, 2021). 
The residence floor vandalized was an all-women LLC that embraces racial and ethnic diversity 
at RSU. Because the vandalism was only on this one specific floor out of a large residence hall, 
many RSU students felt it was a targeted attack against women of color. RSU students protested 
and demanded the administration be more transparent about the consequences of committing 




February 2021, before the participant interviews and focus groups of this study. This hate crime 
may have impacted the experience of the women of color in this study.   
Data Sources 
 There were four primary data sources for this study. The first data source was two journal 
entries that were a first-year nursing course requirement during the fall 2019 semester. The 
second data source was a survey distributed to all the first-year nursing students as a first-year 
nursing course requirement during the spring 2020 semester. The third data source was the 
individual interviews with all participants involved in the study. The final data source was two 
focus groups of the participants who completed an individual interview. One focus group 
consisted of all of the participants of the NLLC and the second focus group was all the 
participants who identified as women of color in the nursing program but were not part of the 
NLLC.  
Table 3.1 
Data Sources  















Sense of Belonging 
Survey 
All RSU BSN first-year students who 
identify as women of color (N = 30) 





6 NLLC participants and 7 RSU BSN first-






2 Focus Groups  One focus group of 6 participants from the 
NLLC and a second focus group of 6 RSU 





Note. This table shows the four data sources for this research study, the participants involved, 
and when the data were collected.  
Figure 3.1 







Note. This figure illustrates the flow of the data collection process. Collection of the journals and 
surveys occurred first and independently. The data and analysis of the journals and surveys 
informed the analysis of the individual interviews. The interviews took place after the collection 
of the journals and survey, with the data subsequently analyzed. When the interviews concluded, 
the data collected from the interviews informed the focus group protocol, which was the last data 
source. 
Documents  
Documents were the first type of data collected. As a first-year nursing seminar course 
requirement, all first-year nursing students wrote two one- to two-page journal entries throughout 
the semester-long course. These reflective journals underwent analysis to understand further the 
first-year nursing students’ challenges and experiences with their transition to RSU and the BSN 
program. The reflective journals and documents provided thoughtful insights from when the 















semistructured interview protocol. Based on the data collected from the journal entries, the 
design of the interview questions allowed for elaboration on the experiences of the women of 
color within the RSU BSN program and within the NLLC. These documents, though, may be 
biased because they were homework assignments (Yin, 2014). Because these journals were 
mandatory in the first-year nursing seminar course, students might not have taken the assignment 
seriously and not put too much effort into the journals. The most important use of these journals 
was to inform and augment the interview protocol and corroborate with the evidence collected 
from the survey (Yin, 2014). 
The primary purpose of analyzing the journal entries was to corroborate the findings from 
the individual interviews and the focus groups. With the journals collected during the fall 
semester of the first year of the nursing program, the entries served to validate what the 
participants said in the interviews. The journal questions were broad and open-ended, providing 
context and confirmation to the interview and focus group data.  
Distribution of Journal Assignment. Instructors distributed the journal assignments 
within the educational management system of the first-year nursing course during the fall 2019 
semester. Journal collection dates were October 9, 2019, for the midsemester reflective journal 
and December 4, 2019, for the end-of-semester journal (see Appendix B). It was a requirement 
for all of the first-year RSU nursing students enrolled in the first-year nursing seminar course to 
write both the midsemester and end-of-semester reflective journals.  
At the end of the semester, a course administrator deidentified the journal entries and 
saved them in a secure, password-protected file on the university server. The administrator 
deleted the names attached to the journal entries and labeled each journal entry according to the 




student), student number, and sex (male or female)—for example, Mid-Term Journal_NLLC 
1_F, End of Semester Journal_SOC 5, M. This process kept the participants and the journal 
entries anonymous.  
Survey  
The second data source was a sense of belonging survey distributed to all RSU first-year 
nursing students as a requirement for their first-year nursing course during the spring 2020 
semester. The questions were adaptations of Hurtado and Carter’s (1997) model for the sense of 
belonging survey, which focused on the Latinx student population. This survey went beyond the 
Latinx student experience to include all students of color. This survey incorporated similar 
constructs designated as valuable, such as experiences of discrimination and perceptions of racial 
climate. I also integrated questions regarding the residence hall climate from the Johnson et al. 
(2007) study. I added questions about interactions with peers and faculty drawn from Hoffman et 
al. (2002), who divided the two sections into five categories: “perceived peer support, perceived 
faculty support/comfort, perceived classroom support, perceived isolation, and empathetic 
faculty understanding” (p. 248).  
The survey protocol allowed me to gather information, experiences, and perceptions 
within the past academic year. The survey protocol elicited data and essential information 
without interacting with participants in person (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). The survey 
protocol also allowed me to save time and resources to gather more information regarding the 
experiences and perceptions of the nursing students of color in a shorter amount of time. The 
survey for this study had six components: personal information, peer support, faculty support, 
campus racial climate, residence hall support, and sense of belonging. For collecting personal 




College Year Survey created by the Higher Education Research Institute at the University of 
California, Los Angeles (HERI), and the Policy Center on the First Year of College at Brevard 
College.  
In the second section of the survey, students provided information regarding the 
residence hall climate. The seven questions (Questions 15–21) were adaptations from Johnson et 
al. (2007), who investigated the sense of belonging on first-year undergraduate students from 
different racial and ethnic backgrounds. Students responded to the following prompts: 
15. The residence hall appreciates different races and ethnicities. 
16. The residence hall climate appreciates different religions. 
17. We help and support one another in this residence hall. 
18. I would recommend this residence hall. 
19. The residence hall is an intellectually stimulating environment. 
20. Different students interact with each other in this residence hall. 
21. The residence hall has an appreciation for different sexual orientations. 
The third section of the survey pertained to the students’ experience with peer support. It 
comprised 16 questions (Questions 22–37) adapted from Hoffman et al.’s (2002) survey to 
investigate the sense of belonging of first-year students. The questions were: 
22. Speaking in class is easy because I feel comfortable. 
23. I feel comfortable volunteering ideas or opinions in class. 
24. I feel comfortable asking a question in class. 
25. I feel comfortable contributing to class discussions. 
26. It is difficult to meet other students in class. 




28. I rarely talk to other students in my classes. 
29. No one in my classes knows anything personal about me. 
30. I have discussed personal matters with students who I met in class. 
31. I invite people I know from class to do things socially. 
32. I have developed personal relationships with other students in class. 
33. I discuss events which happen outside of class with my classmates. 
34. If I miss class, I know students who I could get the notes from. 
35. Other students are helpful in reminding me when assignments are due or when tests 
are approaching. 
36. I could text another student from class if I had a question about an assignment. 
37. I have met with classmates outside of class to study for an exam. 
The fourth section of the survey contained questions regarding the students’ relationships 
with university faculty. These 10 questions (38–47) were adaptations from the Hoffman et al. 
(2002) survey investigating the sense of belonging of first-year students. The questions were: 
38. I feel that a faculty member would take the time to talk to me if I needed help. 
39. I feel that a faculty member would be sensitive to my difficulties if I shared them. 
40. I feel that a faculty member would be sympathetic if I was upset. 
41. I feel that a faculty member really tried to understand my problem when I talked 
about it. 
42. I feel comfortable asking a teacher for help if I do not understand course-related 
material. 




44. If I had a reason, I would feel comfortable seeking help from a faculty member 
outside of class time (i.e., during office hours, etc.). 
45. I feel comfortable asking a teacher for help with a personal problem. 
46. I feel comfortable socializing with a faculty member outside of class. 
47. I feel comfortable talking about a problem with a faculty member. 
The five questions (Questions 48–52) in the survey’s fifth section investigated the racial 
climate of the university. Three were adaptations from Hurtado and Carter’s (1997) sense of 
belonging survey focused on the Latino student sense of belonging and transition to college; 
these questions were: 
48. There is a lot of racial conflict here. 
49. Students of different racial/ethnic origins communicate well with one another. 
50. There is little trust between students of color and campus administrators. 
Adapted from Johnson et al.’s (2007) survey to explore the sense of belonging on first-year 
undergraduate students from different racial and ethnic backgrounds, the last two questions were: 
51. Professors respect students of color. 
52. There is a campus commitment to the success of students of color. 
The final section of the survey pertained to the sense of belonging of the students within 
the institution. Of the seven questions in this section (Questions 53–59), the first four were 
adaptations from Hurtado and Carter’s (1997) sense of belonging survey focused on the Latino 
student’s sense of belonging and transition to college. These questions were: 
53. I feel a sense of belonging at [RSU]. 
54. I feel a sense of belonging at the [RSU BSN program]. 




56. I feel that I am a member of the [RSU BSN program] community. 
The last three questions, adapted from Johnson et al.’s (2007) survey investigating the 
sense of belonging on first-year undergraduate students from different racial and ethnic 
backgrounds, were: 
57. The [RSU BSN program] is supportive of me. 
58. I feel comfortable on campus. 
59. I would choose [RSU] again if I had to do it all over again. 
Distribution of Survey Protocol. Survey assignment distribution was within the course 
learning management system via Qualtrics with a due date of April 30, 2020. The survey was a 
required course assignment for all RSU first-year nursing students in their required first-year 
nursing course (see Appendix C). A course administrator sent me a password-protected Excel 
file of the survey results with no identifying data; thus, the individuals were anonymous.  
Individual Interviews  
The third data source for this study was individual interviews, which helped me 
understand the participants’ perspectives and points of view regarding their transition to RSU 
and the BSN program. Conducting interviews shed light on the participants’ perceptions of their 
experiences and perspectives that are significant and worth knowing (Patton, 2015). The 60-
minute interviews occurred with participants who qualified for the study and signed the informed 
consent form (see Appendix D). The interviews took place via Zoom due to COVID-19 social 
distancing orders. Video interviewing enabled me to be aware of and take notes on the 
participants’ body language as they responded to the questions. I used Zoom to audio and video 
record the interviews to focus on the participant instead of rushing to document what they say. 




on the university server, renaming the files with the student group participation, pseudonym, and 
date (e.g., NLLC_Maya Interview_2/18/21). I created transcripts of the audio recordings, 
deleting all identifying information and using pseudonyms for the participants. The audio and 
video recordings will undergo deletion upon the conclusion of the research project.  
Interview Protocol. The semistructured interview format provided structure and 
direction while allowing participants to speak as freely and openly as possible (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016). The data collection instrument used in participant interviews was open-ended 
questions. The interview guide provided a systematic process for the interviews with room for 
me to explore and ask questions appropriate to each participant (see Appendix E). Interview 
questions emerged from the literature review. I created an interview guide to further investigate 
and understand the first-year transition for the nursing women of color and understand their 
experiences within the RSU BSN program. The interview protocol comprised seven sections: (a) 
background information and experiences during their first year at RSU, (b) academic experience 
at the RSU BSN program, (c) residence hall and social experiences at RSU, (d) racial identity 
and racial experiences at RSU, (e) COVID-19 and Black Lives Matter movement, (f) sense of 
belonging at RSU BSN program, and (g) experiences within the NLLC.  
Recruitment of Participants. The Associate Dean of the RSU BSN program provided 
me with the list of names, email addresses, and NLLC participation status of the individuals who 
qualified for this study. Participation criteria were that they must identify as a woman of color 
and be a first-year nursing student at RSU during the 2019–2020 academic year. There were 35 
prospective participants on the list from the Associate Dean, seven who participated in the NLLC 




On February 2, 2021, the 35 eligible students received an email invitation to participate in 
an individual interview and focus group, with a link to the informed consent form. Once a 
participant signed the consent form via Qualtrics, I followed up to schedule the individual 
interview. From the February 2 recruitment email, four participants signed the consent form and 
participated in individual interviews. Despite a reminder email sent a week later, I received no 
additional participants. On February 16, the Associate Dean of the RSU BSN program emailed 
the remaining 31 potential participants to recruit them for this study. Five additional participants 
signed the consent form following the recruitment email from the Associate Dean, with four of 
the five scheduling and participating in an individual interview.  
On March 1, 2021, I sent a third follow-up recruitment email to the 26 students who had 
not yet responded, resulting in three signed consent forms and scheduled interviews. A final 
recruitment email sent on March 15 returned three signed consent forms and two participant 
interviews. On March 26, the Associate Dean sent a second recruitment email, which resulted in 
no additional participants. Six of the seven NLLC students and seven of the 28 eligible women 
of color participated in the research study.  
Focus Groups  
The final data source for this study was focus groups. A focus group is a type of data 
collection from a group of individuals familiar with the topic of discussion (Merriam & Tisdell, 
2016). Focus groups were appropriate due to the unique nature of an interactive discussion with 
various members of a group. During a group discussion, participants can share ideas, think of 
different ideas inspired by others’ comments, and even form new ideas based on the perspectives 
shared in the focus group (Hennink, 2014). A focus group supplemented the individual 




and meaning of their experiences of their first year of the RSU nursing program. Focus groups 
will either elaborate, clarify, or challenge data and themes from previously collected data, such 
as journal entries, surveys, and interviews. A focus group is useful to collect a group narrative 
and “uncover a range of perspectives and experiences” (Hennink, 2014, p. 2).  
There were two focus groups conducted for this study, one for the participants who took 
part in the previous year’s NLLC and one with the participants who did not engage in the NLLC. 
I facilitated both focus groups and met with the participants via Zoom using the focus group 
protocol (see Appendix F). I used the first 5 minutes of the 90-minute meeting to set up the focus 
group, orient the students, and establish ground rules. I also reserved 5 minutes at the end to 
remind participants how I would use their information and allow them to ask any questions about 
the study. After each focus group, I saved the video recording in a password-protected file on the 
university server using the naming convention of student group participation and date of the 
recording (e.g., NLLC Focus Group_4.18.20). All participants used their pseudonyms on Zoom, 
so no identifying data appeared on the video recording.   
Focus Group Protocol. Creation of the semistructured focus group protocol followed the 
initial analysis of the journal entries, surveys, and interviews to member check the data collected 
and the themes that emerged from the data (see Appendix F). I began the focus group by asking 
if the participants had any reflections since their individual interviews. Next, I went over the six 
themes that emerged from preliminary data analysis: (a) hyperawareness of racial identity, (b) 
importance of peer study support, (c) friendships and community, (d) coursework as a barrier, (e) 
connection to administration and faculty, and (f) validation of intersecting identities (only for 
NLLC). The focus group protocol was a means to solicit participants’ feedback and opinions 




the focus group by asking the participants what the RSU BSN program could do to increase the 
sense of belonging for women of color in the BSN program.  
 Recruitment of Focus Group Participants. On April 30, 2021, I emailed each of the 13 
participants asking if they were available to meet for a focus group at a designated date and time. 
I also followed up with a Google invitation that had the Zoom meeting link. A day before the 
scheduled focus group, I sent a reminder, again with the Zoom meeting link in the email. All six 
NLLC participants took part in the NLLC focus group; six of the seven women of color 
participated in the student of color focus group. Because one participant had a work conflict 
during the focus group time, she reviewed the themes and provided written feedback via email.  
Analysis 
Data analysis began simultaneously with the data collection. This analysis allowed the 
themes and categories to emerge from the data and gave me time to reflect, take memos, and 
alter questions for each interview and focus group (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Throughout data 
collection, I wrote memos and notes of observations and ideas that seemed salient after each 
interview, focus group, journal reading, or review of survey results. According to Clarke (2005), 
“Memos are sites of conversations with ourselves about our data” (p. 202). Memos allow time 
for reflection and connections of how the data related to the conceptual frameworks in real-time 
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2011). Even though data analysis began with and continued through data 
collection, the analysis was more intensive and focused with all of the data collected (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016). 
Analyzing the survey entailed using a two-tailed t test. From the 82 questions on the 




six components of the survey instrument: personal information, peer support, faculty support, 
campus racial climate, residence hall support, and sense of belonging. The six questions were:  
1. The residence hall appreciates different races and ethnicities. 
2. I have developed personal relationships with other students in class. 
3. If I had a reason, I would feel comfortable seeking help from a faculty member 
outside of class time (i.e., during office hours, etc.). 
4. There is a lot of racial conflict here. 
5. Students of different racial/ethnic origins communicate well with one another. 
6. I feel a sense of belonging at the [RSU BSN program].  
The two-tailed t tests allowed me to compare the means of these statements from the 
women of color at RSU (n = 24) to the means of the women of color who participated in the 
NLLC (N = 7). Welch’s t test was appropriate due to the unequal variances of the two groups. 
Even though the number of survey participants was very small and the statistical analysis results 
were limited, the findings showed differences in the way the women of color and NLLC students 
experienced their first year at the RSU BSN program.  
The data collected through the interviews and focus groups underwent transcription by a 
professional transcriber. I downloaded the transcripts from the interviews and focus groups and 
the journal entries to HyperResearch, software that supported the data analysis and coding. With 
this case study, there were two stages of data analysis: within-case analysis and cross-case 
analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). For the within-case analysis, I coded the data from the 
NLLC participants separately from the data of the participants who were not involved with the 
NLLC. Looking at these data independently was essential to understand the differences between 




comparing the codes and categories from each group to find common themes and a general 
explanation among the groups (Yin, 2014). I wanted to understand how the NLLC impacted the 
students’ sense of belonging and determine if the sense of belonging was different between these 
two different groups of students.  
The first level of coding was open coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), which involves 
identifying pieces of data that might be useful to answer the research question (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016). Transcript analysis began with open coding to capture a concept or idea using the 
participant’s exact words. After the initial open coding of the transcript, the second level was 
axial coding, which involved reading through the codes from the initial open coding and placing 
them within fewer and more comprehensive themes or categories. Axial coding is a means to 
describe how the categories related to each other and goes beyond the description of the data 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Creating codes for the categories and themes entailed using 
participants’ words along with ideas and concepts from the literature, such as CRT constructs. 
Categories and themes from axial coding should be both exhaustive and mutually exclusive 
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). All data from open coding should fit into one category or theme.  
Limitations 
There were a few limitations in this research study. The first limitation was that I am an 
administrator of the RSU BSN program and an instructor for the NLLC biweekly seminar. The 
NLLC biweekly seminar is a course that requires students to reflect on their desire to be a nurse 
and promotes self-care. In addition, I meet with nursing students one-on-one to offer academic 
counseling and support. While being immersed in the setting can be an asset in collecting 
profound insights from students, this expertise and positionality likely influenced the data 




participants’ experiences and provide a one-sided portrayal of their experiences and the issues of 
transitioning to college (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Also, the participants could have been nervous 
about being honest with me because I am an administrator in the BSN program. Even though I 
am no longer an instructor for the participants in this study, participants may have been hesitant 
to share critiques or complaints about the NLLC or the BSN program. 
A second limitation is that the survey sample was not randomized. Accordingly, there 
could have been confounding variables influencing the sense of belonging for these students of 
color. In addition, the survey analysis had no power for a covariate adjustment, precluding the 
ability to attribute the difference in belonging for these students solely to the NLLC. There may 
be other differences. Due to the small sample size for this analysis and low statistical power, the 
analysis could indicate a false positive (Button et al., 2013). As a result, the survey analysis and 
t test statistics are not generalizable and only used to inform the individual interviews and the 
focus group analysis.  
Another limitation is that there were no participants in the NLLC who identified as Black 
or African American. Five of the seven NLLC participants during the 2019–2020 academic year 
identified as Asian or Asian American. According to the literature, the Asian and Asian 
American experience could be different from other races because the number of Asian and Asian 
American students in higher education and nursing is proportional to the number of Asian and 
Asian Americans in the United States (Smiley et al., 2018). In contrast, Black and African 
American students in higher education and nursing are severely underrepresented. This 
imbalance may indicate a difference in the experience of Black and African American women in 
nursing education, and the contrast of experiences may not be due to the NLLC. The experiences 




differences of experiences described in this study may have had less to do with the NLLC and 
more about differences due to the racism experienced. 
 Last, a limitation of this study is that the journal entries and surveys were course 
requirements for first-year nursing students. Having the journal entry and survey tied to a course 
requirement where students receive a grade (even if it is just pass/fail) could have influenced the 
participants’ responses. They might have been hesitant to write about how they genuinely felt 
about the semester or the school because they did not want any negative consequences. The 
participants might not have shared how much they were struggling emotionally in the program or 
whether they disliked the nursing school because they did not want to anger the course instructor. 
For this reason, it was essential to have multiple data sources to ensure an accurate description of 
the experiences of these women of color.  
Validity 
For this research study, validity meant how accurately the data portrayed the participants’ 
real-life experiences and perspectives (Schwandt, 1997). There were four measures taken to 
ensure study validity. The first was data triangulation using four sources of data that worked 
together to verify the accuracy of information. In addition, I had participants member check the 
data from the interviews and the focus groups. I also debriefed with a peer to share and discuss 
ideas about the research study. Last, I remained flexible throughout the research process and 
stated my positionality entering recruitment and data collection. All of these measures promote 
the validity of the research study.  
Method Triangulation  
Method triangulation is when there are multiple methods implemented to collect data 




interviews, and journal entries. Using these various data sources is method triangulation, 
strengthening the research (Patton, 2015). The use of various data sources is a means to test for 
inconsistency throughout the respondents and eliminate researcher errors. These different data 
sources presented specific information and results to inform the study and provide more in-depth 
insight into the experiences and sense of belonging of the nursing students of color within the 
BSN program and NLLC contexts. 
Member Checking  
Member checking consists of taking the data and data analysis back to the participants to 
confirm the accuracy (Creswell & Miller, 2000). I member checked by conducting focus groups 
after all of the individual interviews as the final source of data collection. The creation of the 
focus group protocol came after the preliminary analysis of the individual interviews based on 
the themes and categories that emerged from the data. I shared these themes with each focus 
group (NLLC participants and non-NLLC participants) to ensure I had interpreted the individual 
interviews correctly and provide a chance for them to explain or elaborate. The focus group 
format allowed the participants to provide direct feedback and confirmed if the themes were 
accurate according to their perspectives (Creswell & Miller, 2000). The focus groups ensured I 
appropriately captured what the participants expressed at earlier data collection points. Member 
checking adds credibility by allowing the participants to react and interact with the data and the 
final research narrative (Creswell & Miller, 2000). 
Peer Debriefing  
Peer debriefing involves having a peer review the data and research analysis and debrief 
the process with the researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The peer should be someone familiar 




with a long history of working with students of color in higher education. She acted as a 
sounding board for my ideas throughout the research process and provided support (Creswell & 
Miller, 2000). In addition, she coded one of the interviews to make sure that my coding was 
similar to hers. This process was a means to support the validity of data analysis.  
Researcher Reflexivity and Positionality  
Because a human being is an instrument in a qualitative research study, the researcher's 
perspective plays a role in the research process and analysis (Patton, 2015). To have validity, 
there must be self-awareness and self-understanding from researchers about their own 
knowledge and epistemology. Patton (2015) identified questions for a qualitative researcher to 
answer: (a) What do I know? (b) How do I know what I know? (c) What shapes and has shaped 
my perspective? (d) With what voice do I share my perspective? and (e) What do I do with what 
I have found? I answer all of these questions in the following section to elaborate on my 
positionality and reflexivity as a researcher.  
I want to acknowledge that I am a working professional at the RSU BSN program. I am a 
co-collaborator for creating the NLLC that was the focus of this research study. I met with the 
seven students who participated in the NLLC biweekly to support their transition to college and 
the nursing program. I am invested in the growth and development of these NLLC students and 
wanted to determine if the NLLC allowed these students to feel a greater sense of belonging to 
the nursing program and/or the greater college community. Even though I am a very active 
participant in the NLLC and have invested a lot of time and energy in creating the program, I 





Professionally, I am very passionate about the issues of belonging and racism in nursing 
programs. I have a vested interest and responsibility to support nursing students of color and to 
find and implement creative approaches to forming a more inclusive and welcoming 
environment. In this role, I have witnessed faculty and peers treating students of color 
differently. Faculty members often talk about nursing students of color using a deficit model and 
neglect to understand the historical and sociopolitical underpinnings of the institution, 
curriculum, and profession that perpetuate racism. My sociological training has taught me to 
look beyond the individual level and investigate the structures that promote such inequities and 
disparities.  
I am a Puerto Rican cis-female raised in a middle-class family. I was born in San Juan, 
Puerto Rico, and lived there until I was 7 years old when my nuclear family moved to a small 
town in Massachusetts for greater educational and professional opportunities: My mother is a 
lawyer, and my father is a physician. Since moving to Massachusetts, my Puerto Rican identity 
has become extremely salient. My family maintained the Puerto Rican culture and Spanish 
language at home within a predominantly White community. My ethnicity has played a major 
role in my identity and has shaped and been shaped by my experiences within educational 
institutions. I came from a family with two very liberal and progressive parents who participated 
in many social movements and protests in the 1960s and 1970s. My family frequently discussed 
issues of racism and inequities in U.S. society.  
Even though I identify as Puerto Rican, I physically appear as White. My skin color, 
facial features, and hair type indicate to others that I am of Caucasian descent. It is not until I say 
my name that people assume I am Latina. This experience of being White-passing has shaped my 




these barriers are based on outward appearances, and others are engrained within a historical, 
sociopolitical, and legal system. I understood that my experience within society was different 
from Puerto Ricans who physically looked different from myself. My skin color provided me 
with many privileges that others, even in my family, did not receive. It was at a very early age 
that I noticed and witnessed the inequities that existed in U.S. society due to differences in race 
and ethnicity. As one of the only students of color in my high school and a predominantly White 
university, I felt as if my experience was different, both shaping and shaped by my ethnic 
identity.  
I entered as a first-year undergraduate student with a focus on the sciences. I took 
biology, chemistry, and calculus my first year. During my second year, I took organic chemistry 
and decided to drop premedicine the second semester of my sophomore year. Within the 
premedicine coursework, I did not connect with the content, the faculty, or the competitive 
nature within the science classes. I have learned that my experience within the science 
curriculum is not unique, and this has motivated me to support students, especially students of 
color, in the health science fields. I have often wondered if I would have remained a science 
major if I had access to effective mentoring and support while I was an undergraduate. 
Personally, as a woman of color, I have experienced the challenges of studying health science at 
a PWI.  
These personal and professional experiences in the field put me in a unique position when 
planning for, gathering, and analyzing data provided by the women of color who chose to 
participate in the study. As a higher education administrator, I took a practical approach to the 




but I also view the findings as having the potential to provide authentic implications for higher 
education professionals working with students of color, especially in the health sciences.  
In this research study, I do not claim to be objective. I am drawn to CRT and its 
foundations. I approached this study with the belief that racism is endemic; I prioritize 
counternarratives and voices of the marginalized and try to use the information learned to inform 
social change. I approached this research from the position that racism is present and systemic in 
the experiences of the BSN women of color who chose to participate in the study and the 
institution. My racialized identity and experiences impacted the critical position I used to form 
the research questions, conduct interviews and focus groups, and analyze the data. For this 
reason, I incorporated multiple safeguards, such as method triangulation, member checking, and 
peer debriefing, to ensure accurate accounts of the students’ experiences within the nursing 
program.  
The following chapter will present the findings from the sense of belonging survey. In 
addition, the chapter has a description of the experiences of the women of color in the BSN 
program who participated in the NLLC. I discuss the RSU racial campus climate and BSN 
program climate and then describe the social and academic impact of the RSU and BSN climates 
on women of color. The chapter will conclude with the creation of racial counterspaces and 




CHAPTER 4: NURSING LIVING AND LEARNING COMMUNITY FINDINGS 
Introduction 
This chapter presents the sense of belonging survey results and the findings from the 
journals, individual interviews, and focus groups with the women of color who participated in 
the NLLC. The first section shows the findings of the survey distributed to all first-year nursing 
students at the end of their spring semester during their first year at RSU. The findings present 
the t test analysis that compared the means of six survey questions from the women of color who 
participated in the NLLC to the women of color who did not participate in the NLLC. The last 
section is the findings from the journals, individual interviews, and the focus group of the six 
women who participated in the NLLC.  
Survey Results 
 During the spring 2020 semester, all students enrolled in a required first-year nursing 
course took a sense of belonging survey. This research study entailed analyzing the data for the 
students who identified as women of color in their first year of the RSU BSN program. Six 
questions from the survey were the focus for this study, with each one chosen representative of 
the six survey protocol sections. The means of the six survey questions for the women of color 
who participated in the NLLC underwent comparison to the means of the women of color who 
did not participate in the NLLC.  
Seven survey respondents identified as women of color and participated in the NLLC, 
and 24 respondents identified as women of color and did not participate in the NLLC. All 
respondents also identified as students enrolled in their first year in the RSU BSN program. The 
racial breakdown of the survey respondents and their self-identified race and ethnicity appear in 




Table 4.1  
Race of the NLLC Participants  
Race Number of Participants 
Central American 1 
East Asian  4 
South American 1 
South Asian 1 
 
Note. This table shows the race and its frequency of the survey participants who were enrolled in 
the NLLC.  
Table 4.2  
Race of the Non-NLLC Participants 
Race Number of Participants 
African American/Black 3 
East Asian  11 
East Asian & Southeast Asian  1 
Filipina/o/x 1 
Mexican American/Chicana/o/x & Other Hispanic or Latina/o/x 1 
Other Hispanic or Latina/o/x 1 
Southeast Asian 1 
White/Caucasian & East Asian 2 
White/Caucasian & Mexican American/Chicana/o/x 1 
White/Caucasian & Other Hispanic or Latina/o/x 1 
White/Caucasian & South American 1 
 
Note. This table shows the race and its frequency of the survey participants who were not 
enrolled in the NLLC.  
An independent-sample t test (Welch’s) was the statistical analysis conducted to compare 
the means of six survey questions for the women of color who participated in the NLLC (N = 7) 
to the women of color who did not participate in the NLLC (N = 24). Students were to rate each 




or 5 = completely true. Table 4.3 presents the results of the two-tailed t statistics comparing the 
means of the NLLC participants to the non-NLLC participants.  
Table 4.3 
Two-Tailed t Statistic for the Sense of Belonging Survey Results 
 NLLC  
(N = 7) 
Non-NLLC 
(N = 24) 
  
Survey Question Mean SD Mean SD t statistic 
(df = 29) 
p value 
The residence hall appreciates different races and 
ethnicities. 
2.14 0.90 1.92 0.78 0.60 .56 
I have developed personal relationships with other 
students in class. 
1.71 1.11 2.38 1.1 -1.39 .20 
If I had a reason, I would feel comfortable seeking help 
from a faculty member outside of class time (i.e., during 
office hours, etc.). 
1.57 0.53 2 0.98 -1.51 .15 
There is a lot of racial conflict here. 3.43 1.13 3.08 0.78 0.76 .47 
Students of different racial/ethnic origins communicate 
well with one another. 
2.29 0.76 2.54 0.83 -0.77 .46 
I feel a sense of belonging at the RSU BSN Program 1.43 0.53 2.42 1.14 -3.21 .004* 
*p < .05. 
 
Note. This table shows the t statistic of six survey questions from the sense of belonging survey 
distributed to all first-year nursing women of color during the 2019–2020 academic year. The 
t statistic compared the means of the women of color who participated in the NLLC to the mean 
of the women of color who did not participate in the NLLC.  
There was no significant difference in the statement that the residence hall appreciates 
different races and ethnicities, t(29) = 0.60, p = .56, from the NLLC participants (M = 2.14, SD = 
0.90) and the non-NLLC participants (M = 1.92, SD = 0.78). These results suggest that both 
groups believe that it was mostly true that the residence hall appreciates different races and 
ethnicities.  
There was no significant difference in the statement, “I have developed personal 
relationships with other students in class,” t(29) = -1.39, p = .20, from the NLLC participants (M 




that both groups believed it was mostly true that they have developed personal relationships with 
other students in class.  
There was no significant difference in the statement, “If I had a reason, I would feel 
comfortable seeking help from a faculty member outside of class time,” t(29) = -1.51, p = .15, 
from the NLLC participants (M = 1.57, SD = 0.53) and the non-NLLC participants (M = 2, SD = 
0.98). These results suggest that both groups believe that it was mostly to completely true that if 
they had a reason, they would feel comfortable seeking help from a faculty member outside of 
class time.  
There was no significant difference in the statement, “There is a lot of racial conflict 
here,” t(29) = 0.76, p = .47, from the NLLC participants (M = 3.43, SD = 1.13) and the non-
NLLC participants (M = 3.08, SD = 0.78). These results suggest that both groups believe that it is 
equally true and untrue that there is a lot of racial conflict at RSU.  
There was no significant difference in the statement, “Students of different racial/ethnic 
origins communicate well with one another,” t(29) = -0.77, p = .46, from the NLLC participants 
(M = 2.29, SD = 0.76) and the non-NLLC participants (M = 2.54, SD = 0.83). These results 
suggest that both groups believe that it is mostly true that students of different racial/ethnic 
origins communicate well with one another. 
There was a significant difference in the statement, “I feel a sense of belonging at the 
[RSU BSN program],” t(29) = -3.21, p = .004, from the NLLC participants (M = 1.43, SD = 
0.53) and the non-NLLC participants (M = 2.42, SD = 1.14). These results suggest that the 
NLLC participants had a greater sense of belonging to the RSU BSN program than the non-
NLLC women of color. The results suggest that the NLLC does have an effect on the sense of 




The results indicate that the women of color in the NLLC and the women of color who 
did not participate in the NLLC shared very similar experiences in regards to the first five 
statements of the survey:  
1. The residence hall appreciates different races and ethnicities. 
2. I have developed personal relationships with other students in class. 
3. If I had a reason, I would feel comfortable seeking help from a faculty member 
outside of class time (e.g., during office hours, etc.). 
4. There is a lot of racial conflict here. 
5. Students of different racial/ethnic origins communicate well with one another.  
The only statement where the groups had significantly different experiences was, “I feel a sense 
of belonging at the RSU BSN program.” In response to this statement, the NLLC group had a 
significantly higher sense of belonging to the RSU BSN program than the women of color not in 
the NLLC. 
NLLC Findings 
In the 2019–2020 academic year, seven students were enrolled in the NLLC; six 
participated in interviews and a focus group for this study. All participants self-identified as 
women of color enrolled in the RSU BSN program. Table 4.4 shows the participants’ self-
identified race and ethnicity.  
Table 4.4  
Nursing Living and Learning Participants’ Pseudonyms and Demographics  
Pseudonym Gender Race Ethnicity Major Year NLLC 
Ashley Female Asian Korean American Nursing 2nd Yes 
Ella Female Latina Brazilian American Nursing 2nd Yes 
Jennifer Female Asian Chinese Nursing 2nd Yes 




Olivia Female South Asian Indian Nursing 2nd Yes 
Sarah Female Latina Guatemalan Nursing 2nd Yes 
 
Note. This table shows the self-selected pseudonym and demographics of the women who 
participated in the individual interviews and the focus group. This group comprised women of 
color in their second year of the BSN program who participated in the NLLC during their first 
year at RSU. 
 When analyzing the data from the women of color who participated in the NLLC, I 
adapted the model created by Solórzano et al. (2000) regarding racial microaggressions and 
campus racial climate. In their qualitative study, Solórzano et al. investigated the racial 
microaggressions experienced by African American college students and the impact on their 
college experiences and perception of the racial campus climate. The researchers found that 
racial microaggressions within college academic and social spaces had a negative impact on the 
students’ academic and social lives. As a result, the African American students formed academic 
and social counterspaces where they nurtured a supportive academic and social environment. 
These counterspaces “serve as sites where deficit notions of people of color can be challenged 
and where a positive collegiate racial climate can be established and maintained” (Solórzano et 
al., 2000, p. 70). Counterspaces proved essential for these African American students to persist 
in college.  
 Similarly, the present study found that nursing women of color perceived a hostile racial 
climate and had many experiences of racial microaggressions inside and outside of the classroom 
at RSU. Hurtado and Carter (1997) found that a hostile racial climate has negative effects on the 




to show the relationship of the campus racial climate on their experiences in college and the 
creation of counterspaces.   
Figure 4.1 
Organization of NLLC Participant Findings 
Campus Racial Climate                            Nursing School Culture 
 
Impact on  
 
 
The Academic and Social  
Life of Students 
 
 








The NLLC as an  
Academic and Social Counterspace  
 
 
Note. This figure shows the organization of the data analysis for the women of color who 
participated in the NLLC.  
The participants in this study perceived a hostile racial climate where they experienced 
many different racial microaggressions in academic and social spaces on campus. In addition, the 
participants reported an unsupportive and competitive climate in the RSU BSN program. These 
experiences at RSU and the BSN program negatively impacted the academic and social lives of 
women of color. All of them, though, were resilient and persevered through the formation of 




institutional counterspace that validated their experiences as nursing students of color. As a 
result, regardless of the hostile racial climate, the participants had a strong sense of belonging to 
the BSN program. Table 4.5 presents a summary of the findings from the qualitative NLLC data. 
Table 4.5 
Organization of Findings and Themes for the NLLC Participants 
NLLC Participants’ Findings and Themes 
Racial Campus Climate 
- Racial Microaggressions Within Academic Spaces 
- Racial Microaggressions Within Social Spaces 
Nursing School Culture 
- Anatomy and Physiology (A&P) as an Academic Barrier 
- Importance of Study Skills 
- Competition Among Peers 
Impact of Racial Campus Climate and Nursing School Culture 
Creation of Counterspaces as a Response to Climate 
- Social Counterspaces 
- Academic Counterspaces 
NLLC as a Counterspaces for Nursing Women of Color 
- Validation of Intersecting Identities 
- Mentoring from RSU Administrators 
 
Note. This table presents the findings and themes of the data collected from the journals, 
individual interviews, and focus groups of women of color who participated in the NLLC. 
Campus Racial Climate 
The individual interviews and focus groups showed how these first-year nursing women 
of color perceived a hostile racial climate when they came to RSU and the RSU BSN program. 
Many of the participants did not explicitly say that the climate was racist against women of 
color. Still, they shared experiences and feelings of constantly being “other,” “different,” and 
“less than” their White peers. All NLLC participants shared that when they came to RSU, they 




from predominately White towns and high schools, but they never thought about their race or felt 
uncomfortable around their White peers. Others were from diverse high schools and also did not 
think too much about their racial and ethnic identities. When all of the participants came to RSU, 
they became very aware that they were a person of color at a PWI, “different” from the majority 
of the RSU community. This hyperawareness of their race made them feel as if they were the 
“other.” Ashley spoke about this experience: 
I think I just became more— I came to realize that I was more of a minority here. It’s 
weird to see— I think in high school, it was normal. It didn’t even feel like I was left out 
because nobody really mentioned it. No one really brought up the race portion of 
anything. I think here it was a little bit more noticeable for me. So, I think in terms of 
that, I’ve become more like, “Oh, I see that there really is a difference.” I don’t know. I 
think I’ve just become more aware of everything here.  
Ashley discussed becoming more aware of her racialized experience at RSU, as no one brought 
up race when she was in high school. Many of the participants shared that RSU was the first 
place making them aware that they are people of color and their experiences are different than 
their White peers.  
Ella shared a similar insight of becoming aware she is a person of color at RSU. Ella did 
not understand why this experience was so different from her experience in a predominately 
White high school.  
I don’t know why, really, but I was very hyperaware [of my race] when I came to college, 
way more than I was in high school. I was aware of my race in high school and it was 
different from most, because my high school was predominantly White, too, but for some 




came to college, I just felt very separate and different and just— It was just very obvious 
to me.  
Many of the students talked about how the experience of being a student of color at RSU 
is very different than their predominately White high school. Being a student of color at RSU 
made them feel “separate” and “different” from the White students and the majority of the RSU 
community. Ashley described, “It felt like, as an Asian person, I do now feel like the minority, 
and I do stick out a little.”  
Before she entered her first year at RSU, Jennifer met with an RSU alumna who also 
identified as Asian. The alumna shared her experiences at RSU as an Asian student on campus, 
warning that when she attended RSU, she become hyperaware that she was Asian. Jennifer 
agreed with what the alumna shared:  
I feel like I definitely felt that. Probably not a lot, but I do feel like if I were to look out 
into the crowd, if I’m walking somewhere, obviously, I think the majority of people are 
White. I guess more recently, with the hate crimes and everything, it definitely is still an 
issue with people still kind of being discriminatory against people of color, especially 
BIPOC people. And it is really hard sometimes, I guess.  
Jennifer felt like she was different on campus but questioned how challenging it is on 
campus as an Asian student at RSU. She agreed with the alumna but “not a lot” and affirmed her 
hesitation to the challenges at RSU by “I guess.” Some of the students expressed being more 
aware they are students of color at RSU and questioning how much it has impacted their 
experiences at RSU.  
Sarah described the challenges of being a student of color on campus and feeling 




living on-campus and making strong connections with the two students of color on her floor 
while, at the same time, feeling “uncomfortable” being on a floor with primarily White students. 
She explained how she had to “learn how to feel comfortable being uncomfortable” and “how to 
be herself” in her residence hall as one of the few students of color.   
 Leanne reported that because her social network on campus comprised all Asian students, 
she sometimes forgets that she attends a PWI. She received reminders that she is Asian when she 
walked on campus on a weekday, not surrounded by her group of friends.  
I feel that being a student of color is a struggle, but at the same time, on this campus, I 
feel like I’m ignoring it. So, on the weekend, when I see all of them, I’m like, “wow, 
there’s so many people of color, Asians around me.” So, I’m fine. But I’m walking 
around campus, I don’t know where they all are. But that’s a struggle and a balance. They 
are all Asian. I’m trying, but I’m not typical.  
Leanne expressed feeling like she is ignoring being a person of color on campus because she 
surrounds herself with all Asian students. She even forgets that the majority of the students on 
campus are White because she has created a community that reinforces her racial identity. She 
receives a jarring reminder the moment she walks on campus that she is “not typical” and not 
like the majority of the students on campus.  
 Racial Microaggressions Within Academic Spaces. Microaggression is a term coined 
by Pierce (1974) to describe how Blacks are demeaned and belittled by their White counterparts. 
Pierce ascertained that “the subtle, cumulative mini-assault is the substance of today’s racism” 
(p. 516). Racial microaggressions are more subtle, having replaced overt racism as the most 
frequent type of discrimination experienced by Black Americans. Pierce et al. (1978) defined 




are ‘put downs’” (p. 66). Sue et al. (2007) expanded this definition of racial microaggressions as 
“brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, and environmental indignities, whether 
intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and 
insults to the target person or group” (p. 273). Racial microaggressions, which as usually subtle, 
create an environment and climate in which a person of color feels less than because of their 
race.  
Many of these women of color shared experiences with racial microaggressions by their 
White peers within the academic setting in their nursing courses and within social settings, such 
as their residence hall or other casual environments. In addition, they felt “dismissed,” 
“unacknowledged,” and “inferior” by many of the RSU faculty and administrators. The women 
of color described many instances of racial microaggressions both inside and outside of the 
classroom.  
Many of the participants identified laboratory courses as places they perceived different 
treatment because of their race. None called these experiences “racist” outright but alluded that 
they were the only students who experienced this behavior and alienation from others. Ella 
described an interaction with the laboratory instructor:  
I mean, there was one experience that me and my roommate, we were both in the same 
anatomy lab and both people of color, and we noticed that the professor was kind of 
being more hostile toward us than the White students for some reason. She would just be 
very more giggly with them and making small talk, and with us, she would just kind of 
give us this weird, I don’t know how to describe it. She was just being dry with us, kind 
of, you know, not as friendly. …I didn’t really understand it at all. But the feelings that it 




In recounting experiences in an anatomy laboratory course, Ella reported feeling like the 
instructor intentionally avoided her and her roommate while making more intimate relationships 
with the White students in the laboratory. She expressed that this racial microaggression made 
her feel like she did not belong. It also caused Ella to doubt herself and question her academic 
abilities when she felt she did not “deserve to be there.”  
Leanne discussed a racial microaggression she experienced in her statistics course when 
she helped the faculty member explain a concept to another student. After she helped the student 
and the faculty member with a statistics question,  
I could hear the girl behind me go, “Oh, of course, she knows, like, blah, blah, blah.” And 
I was like, oh, okay. So, I don’t know. It’s just small microaggressions. I’m not great at 
math. I only knew because I took AP stats senior year, and I was confused on that same 
subject. …So, I told it, but then I was like, “Wait, I’m not good at that just because I’m 
Asian.”  
This microaggression showed that others perceived Leanne as intelligent only because 
she was Asian and assumed that she was good at math because of her racial identity. With this 
attitude, the professor and students reinforced that all Asians are good at math, treating them as a 
collective, monolithic group rather than individuals. When Leanne spoke about this and similar 
incidents, however, she identified them as “small microaggressions,” which minimized her 
experiences. As she shared this experience, she was trying to downplay the impact of these racial 
microaggressions on her experiences at RSU.  
Sarah recalled an experience after a nursing course during her first year at RSU. The class 
was discussing racism, unconscious bias, and microaggressions at RSU. She recounted a 




I remember, walking out of the discussion, there was a White student who was like, “That 
was very unnecessary.” Like, basically a waste of time. So, I think hearing those words 
come out of her mouth, in particular as a White student, made me feel like, well, my 
immediate thought was, “Yes, because you don’t have to worry about these things on a 
daily basis. You’re not being targeted at all.” So, I felt like, at that point, very out of 
place. …I think that just hearing it kind of put me in a state of shock, so I just stayed 
quiet and I remember everything up to this day. I just remember how I felt, and I felt 
very, like, I didn’t feel like I belonged at that point because I didn’t feel important 
because situations regarding racism are very important. So, the fact that she was 
[minimizing] the importance of it was frustrating. 
Sarah believed that denying the importance of talking about racism and microaggressions 
on campus was a microinvalidation of her experiences as a student of color. She was frustrated 
that the White student did not take the topic seriously, negating Sarah’s experiences. Even with 
some of the participants downplaying these racial microaggressions, many expressed perceptions 
of different treatment in the classroom during their first year at RSU.  
 Racial Microaggressions Within Social Spaces. Many of the NLLC participants also 
discussed experiences outside of the classroom, in social spaces, where they felt excluded by 
their White peers. A few shared experiences during orientation and feeling “unwelcomed” by 
their White peers. They talked about the challenges of making connections with White students 
and continuously felt like they were “less than.” Leanne recalled an experience from orientation:  
Orientation was just— I did not like it. My group was— one of the girls in my group was 
a nursing student that was not a person of color, and she— I tried, I really did. I really 




everything with them. I talked to her about schedules and stuff like that, but every single 
time I talked to this girl, she would bare minimum— she would just answer the question 
straight up, and that was it. Then, I remember one time on the last day, I was trying to be 
like— I had her phone number for the group chat, but I said, “We should meet up when 
school starts because we were both in nursing.” And she just completely ignored me. And 
she looked at me and just walked away fast. Like, forward. And I was like, “Wait, what?” 
...I don’t know, I just feel like not welcome, but at the same time, I don’t really take it 
personally because that is one person. But because I don’t have many experiences with 
people of noncolor in nursing, every experience I do have, at the same time, I also think 
about and reflect about it, but I don’t take it too personally. It’s just hard when people 
only answer your question and then ignore you sometimes.  
In recounting an incident with a White nursing student at orientation, Leanne shared feeling 
unwelcomed by her White peers while asserting that she tries not to “take it personally.” Leanne 
discussed the struggle and balance of feeling like this is an isolated incident or believing it to be 
a systemic issue at RSU. She tried not to blame herself for not connecting with her White peers 
but struggled with being blatantly ignored by them. 
Sarah recounted an experience when she volunteered at the Admissions Office at RSU. 
This was one of the only volunteer experiences she signed up for that was not intentionally for 
students of color on campus. She felt so uncomfortable that she only volunteered for one 
semester and never joined again. Sarah said,  
It was fine, but I didn’t feel comfortable around the people. When I would go into the 
room, I think I did secretary or office management or something, I felt ignored when I 




people who came in, so that’s why I didn’t join again for that reason because I felt 
uncomfortable. Whether it was because of my race or because it wasn’t, that’s what I 
assumed and that’s how I felt. …I think I had one shift with another student who was 
White and they would have an hour-long conversation with her and I just sat there and 
did my work but, again, I think it was like the feeling of being left out that made me just 
not want to join again.  
Sarah recalled feeling left out of the conversation and ignored by the other students because of 
her race. Both Leanne and Sarah shared the challenges of being ignored by the White students 
and feeling like RSU was an unwelcoming environment. Many of the NLLC participants 
discussed similar incidences of being dismissed by their White peers, which led to them not 
having many close friends who identified as White at RSU.  
Nursing School Culture 
All of the NLLC participants shared how the culture of the BSN program negatively 
impacted their experiences during their first year at RSU. They described Anatomy and 
Physiology (A&P) as a large lecture course that was very challenging and demanding, with only 
limited opportunities to ask questions and engage with the faculty. To be successful in the BSN 
curriculum, they had to quickly change their study habits and acquire new ways of learning. In 
addition, many of the NLLC participants described the culture of the nursing students as 
competitive. The competitive nature and importance of A&P in their nursing career made many 
participants question their ability to become nurses and thrive academically in the BSN program. 
A&P as an Academic Barrier. Many of the participants spoke about A&P as the course 
that diminished their academic self-confidence, leading them to question their academic and 




extremely challenging, but they emphasized the importance of the course for their nursing career. 
Unlike other courses they took during their first year at RSU, A&P was critical to understand and 
comprehend since it was foundational in their nursing education.  
The rigor and importance of the A&P course content put a lot of pressure on the 
participants to do well. Ashley reflected on her experiences in the course, saying, “I think 
anatomy was just where I doubted myself a lot. Like, if I can’t get through this class, how am I 
going to get through the rest of school?” The participants equated their ability to complete the 
nursing program with how well they did in the A&P course. Jennifer found A&P was the course 
that threatens many nursing students’ self-confidence, saying, “I think anatomy weighs down on 
a lot of people.” Jennifer said there was significant pressure to do well in the A&P course, and 
poor performance can be a barrier to progression to the second year of the BSN program.  
Many of the participants believed the teaching of A&P contributed to the challenging 
nature of the course. Most expressed that having a large lecture course with over 120 students 
posed a significant academic challenge. The lecture format lessens students’ comfort in asking 
questions in front of all of the students. Ella shared, “I think, for me, I was just uncomfortable 
probably raising my hand in class and speaking out because of bigger lectures. That’s not 
something I’m comfortable doing.” Sarah expressed similar sentiments: 
I did feel uncomfortable in big lectures, say, classes where it was all nursing students. I 
felt very intimidated. I didn’t want to be the one to ask questions in class, and I think 
that’s also something very different compared to high school and something that I had to 
adjust to because I was always used to raising my hand when I had a question in class, so 




The participants reported that due to the nature of a large lecture course, they felt 
“uncomfortable” and “intimidated” to ask questions, either in class or during faculty office 
hours. Because this was a very new format and experience for all of the students, many were not 
used to asking for help, and therefore, did not go to office hours.  
 Another barrier was the lecturing style of teaching. Many of the participants shared they 
had a hard time focusing on the lecture’s content and were not able to retain any of the 
information shared during the class time. Leanne discussed the challenge of staying engaged 
during a lecture:  
The anatomy lecture was—it was hard because of the lecturing—she was just kind of 
talking at us with the information. But it was nothing like—I didn’t feel uncomfortable, I 
feel more, like, overwhelmed because it was so much to digest. I felt like I had trouble 
actually following and staying engaged in the lecture. Kind of sit there and be listening, 
but not really taking in what she was saying.  
Leanne was present in class but not in learning the content while attending the lecture. This led 
to being disengaged during the class and required her to spend more hours studying outside of 
the classroom time.   
 Importance of Study Skills. Because all of the NLLC participants shared similar 
barriers to the A&P course, they had to learn new study skills to be academically successful in 
this large lecture course format. Attending lectures and studying the night before as they would 
for high school classes was no longer effective. The participants had to find new ways of 





I had to learn how to start studying a week or weeks in advance because of all of the 
material, and it was a lot. I feel like the amount of material compared to high school is 
definitely more overwhelming and more in amount. So, I had to learn how to know when 
to start studying as well as how to study for different things at the same time, so trying to 
make a schedule for how to study in that way.  
Sarah shared that she had to learn new study skills, but also become very organized and set a 
schedule to be able to study all of the A&P content. Sarah and the other participants often felt 
overwhelmed by the amount of material they had to learn and process outside of class time.  
Jennifer persevered in trying to find a study method that was effective for the A&P 
course. She tried new ways to really understand the A&P material, as she explained, 
I think when I came into the nursing school, I had a really hard time studying. I felt like I 
had no idea how to study again. Especially for anatomy, I thought that sometimes I was 
just cramming instead of really learning. It was a learning process throughout my whole 
first year of school. Doing a lot of trial and error and being like, “Oh, would this study 
method work for me in the long run?” It was a lot of trying different methods and seeing 
which methods stuck to me the most. 
Jennifer recalled having to try many different study methods to understand and learn the 
material. Many participants reported this being the first time in their academic careers that they 
had to learn how to study. The participants acknowledged that “cramming” for the exam was not 
an effective method for the A&P course.  
Olivia shared her insights regarding the large lecture format. She had to adjust her 




So, [A&P] was very interesting, but the learning style was a little bit difficult for me to, I 
think, get used to, just like the lecturing. …For the first time, it was like, “Oh, we’re not 
learning while we’re in class. We’re getting the material while we’re in class, and we 
have to learn it outside of class on our own,” and so that was something that took a while 
for me to get used to. 
Olivia and many of the other participants realized during their first year of the BSN program that 
they had to teach themselves the course content outside of class time. It was a process to 
understand how much studying they had to do on their own time to be academically successful in 
the A&P course. It took a lot of perseverance, hard work, and resiliency for these students to find 
the study methods for them to truly understand the A&P material. 
 Competition Among Peers. Many of the participants shared how the culture of the BSN 
program was very competitive. In particular, there was a lot of competition among the nursing 
students. This competition forced many participants to question themselves and their academic 
abilities to complete the BSN program. Ashley discussed comparing herself to her nursing peers 
and constantly feeling like she was behind. When she would compare herself to others, she 
“would kind of panic” and worry that she was the only one struggling with the coursework. She 
said, 
After the test, some of them would be like, “Oh, I think that was okay.” But in my head, I 
was just really— I thought that was one of the hardest tests of my life. And I’m like, 
“Wow, I can’t believe everyone else is doing okay, and I’m just really struggling.” So, I 
would have to pretend, be like, “Yeah, that was hard too for me.” And [we] get our 




can’t believe I got this grade,” you know? So, I feel like, in that aspect, it was really hard 
to maintain that all the time.  
Ashley discussed the weight of always trying to pretend like she was doing okay in her A&P 
course with her nursing peers. Internally, though, Ashley felt like she was the only one struggling 
with the content and material. Ashley felt emotionally exhausted from continuously acting like 
she was performing just as well as her nursing peers.  
Sarah shared a similar story of comparing herself with a nursing student peer. Sarah 
recounted an experience when she would study for the nursing courses with her nursing friend 
and the stress that she would feel.   
Also, one of the nursing students who is one of my good friends now, we would study 
together, so I think that was very helpful, but at the same time, sometimes I would get a 
little stressed out because, I don’t know, I think I have this issue with comparison, but I 
would see how she would go ahead, and then I would feel behind even though I was 
probably right on track, I would still feel behind.  
Sarah felt she she was “behind,” even though she was aware that she was on track with her 
studies. The competitive nature of the BSN program led many of the participants to compare 
themselves to others. This competition made many of the participants feel isolated, as if they 
were the only ones struggling to keep up with the nursing coursework.  
 The participants also shared experiences of competition in the classroom setting. Sarah 
described the competition she felt with her White peers during the chemistry laboratory course:  
Maybe it was because there wasn’t enough supplies, but just the fact that everyone was 
running for supplies and I was one of the few people of color in my chem lab, and I 




Why are people like this?”  But then, over the year, I realized that I thought more about 
race coming into play, and I’m— because I have never been super competitive about 
stuff in school, so now I’m like, “Why are they all so competitive?” 
Sarah reflected on this experience in her chemistry laboratory course and wondered why her 
White nursing peers were so competitive. She saw the White students hoarding the supplies and 
not sharing them with her and the other students of color. She questioned if this competition 
from the White students was intentional to exclude the students of color or if they were just 
competitive and it had nothing to do with their race. Leanne reflected on this same experience in 
the chemistry laboratory course, saying, “I felt like I didn’t deserve to be there or I was less 
than.” The competitive nature of the BSN program made most of the participants question their 
academic abilities and fostered a feeling that they were “less than” their White counterparts.  
Impact of Racial Campus Climate and Nursing School Culture  
The participants shared how the racial climate at RSU and the culture of the BSN 
program made them feel “inferior” to their White peers. Many were unaware of how difficult it 
would be surrounded by this White normative culture. Olivia shared that she did not know how 
much not being around other Indian students would impact her experience at RSU: 
Just not being around Indian people was a little bit, I guess, a shock to me at the 
beginning of freshmen year, and I didn’t realize how much of an impact that would have 
on me…I kind of felt like I was missing something here, and I think it was that I was 
missing out on maybe other Indian people around me because even though I went to a 
high school that really didn’t have that many Indians in it and all that, but even outside of 
school, I did grow up around Indians, just like family friends and a couple neighbors and 




being around anybody and not talking to anybody that was Indian was a little bit weird 
for me and I didn’t think that that would be an issue coming into college, but I think a 
month or so in, I kind of just realized that and I wanted to do something to kind of fix 
that. 
Olivia felt as if she was “missing something” in her college experience because she was not 
around other South Asian or Indian peers. This feeling that Olivia shared was not something she 
anticipated when she came to RSU. She did not expect a negative impact on her college 
experience because she did not have any Indian friends at RSU. 
 Other participants shared how they would compare themselves to their White nursing 
peers. Sarah elaborates on this sentiment and the impact of constantly comparing herself to her 
White peers:  
I think I would compare myself a lot. I think that was one of my biggest challenges. I 
didn’t have much interaction with the other girls on my floor, but I think I would see how 
they lived and how they did their studies. I think there were two other nursing students. 
So, I would just compare myself as a student of color compared to them, and then I think 
I would feel, I think it was a personal struggle, an internal struggle with myself. I felt a 
little inferior to them sometimes, and then I would look at them and be like, how do they 
have it so together? How do they look so well managed? 
Sarah elaborated on this internal struggle of always comparing herself with others. This constant 
comparison fostered a feeling of inferiority to her White counterparts. Sarah had the same 
feelings in the classroom setting, sharing, “Even in review sessions, all of the White students are 
giving the answers. I’m like, how do they know this already? How did they study all of this 




more capable than she is. She then wondered what was “wrong” with her, as if she lacked the 
ability to perform well academically in the BSN program.  
Regardless of descriptions of RSU as having a hostile racial climate, all of the 
participants thrived and continued to find success within RSU and the BSN program. Ella spoke 
about how she felt when treated differently by faculty because of her race: 
The feelings that it brought up in me were just that I didn’t belong there and I didn’t 
deserve to be there, but I knew I did, and so I feel that just kind of makes me think I need 
to work harder to prove that I belong here and that I can do this and that I’m going to be a 
great nurse, too. 
Many students felt they needed to prove that they belonged in the BSN program, which 
motivated them to work harder than their White nursing peers.  
Creation of Counterspaces as a Response to Climate 
Many of the women of color created racial counterspaces to mitigate the impact of the 
hostile racial climate and the competitive nursing school culture. Even with a hostile racial 
climate, they made strong connections with other peers of color. Within these counterspaces, 
students of color supported each other to continue in the BSN program and thrive academically. 
 Social Counterspaces. When they reflected on how they formed friendships at RSU, all 
participants shared how salient their racial and/or ethnic identity was in creating friendships. Not 
all of them said this directly, but when asked about their experiences with friendships, race 
played a vital role. Sarah shared that all of the social events she attended and participated in 
during her first year were intentionally for students of color. She felt the most comfortable going 
to the parties and meetings sponsored by the Latinx student association and by the office for the 




I think that, because of my identity, I usually tend to go to clubs or parties that are of 
color, as well. I don’t think I’ve ever been to one White party hosted by White students. I 
think that most of the parties that I’ve been to have been students of color because I think, 
one, the music, and also because of feeling comfortable with the people who are around 
me. Even then, though, parties just don’t attract me like that too much. I think also with 
clubs and normal social activities on campus, I also tend to join things that are of color. 
Sarah discused the saliency of her racial and ethnic identity in the social spaces she attends and 
where she forms a community. She felt an affinity and sense of comfort among other students of 
color, especially other Latinx students at RSU.  
Ashley recalled a similar experience, where she mainly spent her time with other Asian 
students and participated in Asian culture clubs. 
I was very intrigued by having a culture club for my own culture. I was like, “Oh, wow, 
what is that?” So through that, I joined, and I met so many other Koreans and Asians, in 
general. I stuck with that because it just became very comfortable to me. So, it did kind of 
have cons where I felt like I was in a bubble, but at the same time, it was really good 
bonding community. I would say just because of that, I’ve only been to [Asian Culture 
Club] parties or things like that, yeah. 
The culture club for Koreans was very new and exciting for Ashley. Involvement in the club 
created a comfortable social space for her to be herself and surround herself with students who 
were similar to her. Ashley talked about feeling like she was in a “bubble” with Asian students 
but that it was also a positive aspect of her experience at RSU.  
Ella shared that students of color were more welcoming toward her when she arrived at 




however, they happened to be the people who were welcoming and interested in fostering a 
friendship with her. This gave her a strong sense of community with other students of color. Ella 
said, 
I think, for me, I didn’t actively seek to have just friends of color. And I didn’t avoid that. 
I kind of didn’t think about it, but I think naturally I just— the friends that I found were 
of color, just because we were more attracted to each other. It just was natural. Just 
because they were more open to me, too. …When I met people of color and tried to be 
friends with them, they were just so much more open and welcoming and looked at me as 
an equal. So, I feel like it was just a natural thing. I didn’t do it on purpose, but it’s just 
kind of what happened. 
Despite not planning to have friendships only with students of color, Ashley found the 
community welcomed her and made her feel comfortable on campus. They were the students 
who treated her as an equal, suggesting that her White peers at RSU did not.  
 Many participants shared how spending time in these racial counterspaces fostered a 
strong racial and ethnic identity. The women shared feeling proud of their racial identity due to 
these racial counterspaces. Ashley remarked how her sense of self and identity had improved due 
to participating in these counterspaces at RSU: 
It felt like, as an Asian person, I do now feel like the minority, and I do stick out a little. 
But at the same time, I feel like that’s also a really good thing. Also, because I’ve become 
more proud of my background, just being Korean. The food is amazing. I love the food. 
But I could also be very biased, so I don’t know. But in terms of that, I think I’ve just 
come to love my culture a lot more here. Also, because I did join the culture clubs and I 




experiencing the same things I am, and just loving the same things I am, it’s just crazy to 
see that. 
Ashley described being “proud” of her Korean identity and loving her culture. These racial 
counterspaces allowed her to surround herself with others who shared her ethnic and racial 
background. This community fostered a deeper appreciation for her culture and cultivated a 
stronger sense of her racial and ethnic identity.  
Similarly, Sarah felt that the racial counterspaces on campus helped her develop a 
stronger sense of identity and pride in her Guatemalan heritage. She had also become more 
comfortable speaking Spanish on campus. Sarah explained, 
I think when I first came into [RSU], I was obviously Hispanic. I feel like I’m obviously 
a different race other than White, so I wasn’t hiding that. I did feel a little out of place, 
but as time went on, I learned how to embrace my differences, and I learned how to 
embrace my language, my culture. I learned how to be comfortable being different than 
everyone else, especially since it’s a predominantly White institution, and I learned how 
to be more comfortable in my skin, especially with all of the different clubs on campus 
that promote their own cultures. I think I felt more comfortable promoting my own, 
especially even simple things, like being on the phone with my parents and speaking 
Spanish. I feel like I used to be afraid of that and now I’m not. I feel like being at [RSU], 
I’ve gained this perception that if people are going to talk about me, then let them talk. 
I’m not even bothered by it anymore because I’ve just learned how to be comfortable 
with that. 
Even though Sarah feels different compared to her White peers, she has embraced her 




Because she was more confident in her identity, she was not as concerned about others’ 
responses to her speaking Spanish.  
Leanne shared the importance of having a group of Asian friends while seeing this 
segregation as a challenge at RSU. Leanne said she is “too comfortable” with her Asian friends, 
which caused her to not “branch out” to other students.  
What was challenging and still is challenging is that I feel like I’m very complacent and 
okay with who my social friend circle is, and I don’t expand. It just so happened that the 
communities that I really felt comfortable with are all Asian. There is nothing wrong with 
that, but I just feel like I don’t have— I don’t like putting myself out there and meeting 
other people and developing new friendships. I’m comfortable where I am right now. So, 
it’s challenging to break out of my shell and comfortability and meet other people. But I 
think it comes because I didn’t really have a lot of Asian friends back home because they 
are all White. So, then I think I was kind of deprived of that, so when I came here and 
saw that strong community, I kind of absorbed it all and I didn’t branch out.  
Leanne talked about the importance of these racial counterspaces, but also how they could limit 
her experience of making friends with students who are not Asian. She shared how these 
counterspaces prevent her from forming closer relationships with White peers on campus 
because she is so comfortable with her group of Asian friends and is enjoying the strong Asian 
community.  
 Academic Counterspaces. The NLLC participants had all formed study groups with 
other nursing students of color. They would all sit together in the classroom and rely on each 
other for academic support. Ashley discussed the impact of creating these academic 




I would just say it’s the students of color that I hang out with pretty often. I feel like we 
have so many more similarities in terms of academics, the struggles— A lot of us are also 
first-gen, so I think that helps. Background, culture, religion; I think a lot of that has 
helped to cultivate that environment within us. I think I really enjoy hanging out with all 
of them because we are all very similar in certain ways. …If I had not found so many 
people that were very similar and had the same vibe as me, I feel like it would have been 
really, really tough.  
Ashley cited the importance of bonding with nursing students of color because they have similar 
backgrounds and, therefore, similar struggles. She emphasized how challenging the BSN 
program would have been for her if she did not have the support of these nursing students of 
color and these academic counterspaces.  
Leanne discussed her close community with other nursing students of color during her 
first year of the BSN program. She found the counterspace not only academically supportive but 
also socially supportive.   
I will start with students of color in nursing. …In nursing, we kind of always see each 
other every single day, even if it’s not in class. It’s kind of known that we’re eating lunch 
together, we study together, but usually we go to the [library reserves room] or the 
library, and we study individually at first, and then we come together the night before the 
exam, and we just talk everything through and just say everything we know. 
Leanne spoke about the academic support that the nursing students of color would give each 
other every day during the first year. In addition, they would eat lunch and socialize with each 




gravitated to the collaborative and supportive nature of relying on other nursing students of color 
for social and academic support.  
Sarah expressed a similar sentiment about her interactions with the other nursing students 
of color. These interactions of the nursing students of color created a compassionate and 
encouraging academic counterspace. Sarah said, 
I think with the nursing students that I did have interactions with was very helpful 
because we would probably just study in groups or try to text each other to make sure that 
we were answering each other’s questions or just make sure that we were on top of things 
was also very helpful. 
Sarah described she and her peers academically supporting each other and forming study groups 
for the nursing courses. Again, these are examples of how counterspaces mitigated the 
competitive culture of the BSN program. Jennifer also recounted how she would study with 
nursing students of color: 
I think mainly I would interact with nursing students just to study or do homework 
together. I do think that having a study group or just, like, a group to rely on just to do 
homework and stuff like that, or to ask questions at least, is definitely really helpful. 
…So, it was just much easier to rely on those people if I needed help or if they needed 
help. They could just ask me and vice versa.  
These academic counterspaces were very supportive of the NLLC participants. The students all 
shared the importance of and reliance on each other to succeed academically in the BSN 
program. The academic counterspaces created a welcoming and collaborative space for the 




NLLC as a Counterspace for Nursing Women of Color 
When asked what made them feel a sense of belonging during their first year at RSU, 
every participant mentioned the NLLC. They all discussed the importance of the community 
fostered by the women in the NLLC program, the supportive conversations they had in the 
biweekly meetings, and the mentorship they received from the guest speakers and the Associate 
Dean of the BSN program. In addition, all of the NLLC participants shared in the end-of-the-
year journals that the NLLC was one of the programs and experiences that made the most 
significant positive impact during their first semester at RSU.  
Many of the women identified the NLLC as a place where they felt welcomed as students 
of color and shielded from the racism experienced at RSU. Sarah discussed how the NLLC 
created a counterspace for her with other nursing students of color that helped mitigate the 
hostile racial climate at RSU. She explained that because all NLLC participants have the same 
classes during the first year, they could create a strong support network of like-minded women of 
color. Sarah said, 
The [NLLC] community, I think that that was a very good group of friends that I had my 
freshmen year that I would see often because you would have, I think, almost all of the 
same classes together. So, I knew that if I was going to class, I would see someone. I 
knew, I would see someone who I know that was my friend. So, I think that, in general, 
my sense of belonging has been good for freshman year. I think that I kind of just 
blocked out the feeling. Sometimes I would just block out the feeling of not feeling 
accepted because I was with my friends of color. 
Sarah would see her NLLC peers daily in her classes and residence halls. Having friendships 




of not being accepted by her White nursing peers. She had this small community of women of 
color that mitigated the negative impacts of the hostile racial climate. 
Ella discussed the strong academic support among women of color in the NLLC. Ella 
explained how they relied on each other regarding anything that had to do with the BSN 
program:  
I found that we would rely on each other if we needed help in anything in nursing. We 
always sat together at lectures. We’d get breakfast together sometimes. I remember one 
time we made a group chat because one of us was late to an exam because we overslept, 
so then after every exam, all the following exams, we would text from this group chat to 
make sure everybody was awake. If we had questions on assignments, that was the first 
people we’d go to. 
The NLLC participants not only sat together in class but asked each other questions regarding 
assignments. The NLLC fostered such a strong and caring community that they would text each 
other the morning of exams to make sure everyone was awake and on time. The NLLC 
participants created not just a supportive academic environment, but a compassionate and 
encouraging community.  
Jennifer explained that the NLLC was more than a counterspace for academic support, 
but also a space for social support. Jennifer shared, 
I guess one of the really big things that did help me through [my first year at RSU] was 
being part of [the NLLC]. I know it always met once a week or once every two weeks, 
and I always had those girls to rely on if I ever needed any academic help or if we wanted 
to grab a meal together. I thought that at least with them, I always had someone to fall 




Jennifer echoed the positive academic support that the NLLC group fostered for her sense of 
belonging in the RSU BSN program. She also discussed the social support it provided her, as she 
relied on these women for company and social interaction. Many participants shared the value of 
eating meals together in the dining hall and spending time together outside of class time. 
Participant responses showed that the NLLC created a positive academic community and a 
positive support network.  
Validation of Intersecting Identities. All of the NLLC participants spoke about the 
importance of the NLLC as a space that validated their nursing student identity and their identity 
as a student of color at RSU. They expressed how distinct both of these identities were and how 
these intersecting identities created a unique experience at RSU. The NLLC was a community 
that validated both of these identities, which allowed them to open up and be vulnerable with 
each other. Ella reflected on this idea:  
I think being a nursing student is such a specific experience, and then being a student of 
color is such a specific experience too, and then when you combine those two even more 
specific and just unique. So, if you’re in a group of just students of color that aren’t 
nursing students, yeah, you can talk about your experience as a student of color, but then 
the nursing part is missing and vice versa if you’re in a group of just nursing students. So 
[the NLLC] was the perfect place to…just vent about everything and not hold back 
because you know those people completely understand your perspective being a student 
of color and a nursing student. So, it was just a really safe space that we could all share 




Ella illustrated the unique experience of being a nursing student of color. The NLLC allowed the 
participants to feel comfortable expressing their feelings because they all had similar experiences 
as nursing students of color.  
Leanne elaborated on this idea, saying,  
I like how every week we just reflected and talked about— it didn’t have to do directly 
with nursing or how it feels to be a student of color at [RSU] and nursing. It was kind of a 
breath of fresh air to reflect and think and talk with other people who feel similarly. 
The NLLC allowed the participants to talk about being a nursing student and share their 
experiences of being a student of color at RSU. This field-specific and race-specific LLC 
validated the nursing student identity, as well as the student-of-color identity.  
 This space of validation of the intersecting identities allowed the women of color to go 
beyond the nursing curriculum. It fostered a community where they could talk about their racial 
identity and their racialized experiences at RSU. Olivia shared,  
And also, along with venting about classes and everything, also just having the 
conversations about race and our position at the school and just kind of reflecting and 
examining how everything is going. And there were just conversations that we had that I 
never had before. Like, in high school growing up— or that I would never have had if I 
didn’t join [the NLLC]. So, it was a great experience, just reflecting on everything. And 
definitely learning more about myself and just getting myself adjusted to my life here and 
everything, freshmen year 
Olivia embraced the NLLC as the first group and community where she talked about her racial 




impacted her experiences at RSU. Olivia said she never before had these kinds of conversations 
regarding race and probably would never have done so if not for the NLLC meetings.  
Sarah said that the NLLC helped her not to feel so alone as a nursing student of color on 
campus. The NLLC was a space where she could talk openly about her struggles because her 
fellow participants could understand and relate.  
I think that the biweekly meetings definitely helped me feel like I had a support system. I 
think that without being in the [NLLC], I would have probably felt more alone because I 
think that freshmen year, the group of [NLLC students] of that year, we were very close 
and we all talked a lot about our homework, our assignments, exams, and everything like 
that, and knowing that they were also students of color, I felt more comfortable to speak 
about my struggles and my experiences because I know that we probably all share the 
same experiences. I think that having the meetings and being able to just vent and speak 
about our issues and concerns was very helpful because I felt like actually listening to 
them say it made me feel more assured that I wasn’t alone. 
The NLLC community helped Sarah and the other participants not to feel alone at RSU. Being 
able to speak openly about their struggles as students of color in nursing created a community of 
vulnerability and support that was crucial in fostering a strong sense of belonging in the BSN 
program. Ella confirmed, “It’s good to have a place to vent about that, you know, and have 
people who understand you, who are there for you.” This supportive, collaborative environment 
was a space where they felt they could truly be themselves. Jennifer expressed that the NLLC 




Olivia shared a similar feeling of supporting each other as students of color and nursing 
students. Again emphasizing the NLLC nurtured a safe and vulnerable environment where 
participants felt assured they were not alone in their struggles, Olivia said, 
It was nice that we were all in the same classes together, and it was also nice to hear that 
we were all feeling the same things about our classes. We were all struggling and had 
issues here and there, and we were worried and nervous about certain things, and so I 
think early on it was nice for me to know that everybody’s kind of going through the 
same thing and everyone is struggling a little bit with transitioning and also just in their 
classes and everything. So that was really nice going in, just going through the semester 
and the year knowing that, okay, I’m feeling really stressed right now, but I know that 
I’m not the only one, and I feel like I’m falling behind, but I know that I’m not the only 
one. And, so that was really helpful. And I think, other than that, just like in our classes 
and everything, if I ever had a question and I knew that I could go to one of those people 
and text them or something and try and get their help. 
The NLLC was a social and academic counterspace for these nursing students of color to be 
themselves. This collaborative and compassionate environment allowed them to vent and listen 
to each other. The NLLC cultivated a sense of safety and vulnerability for these women of color 
at RSU.  
 Mentoring From RSU Administrators. In addition, participants shared the importance 
of mentorships and connections with faculty at RSU and the NLLC administration. Regardless of 
the hostile racial climate and the segregated experience within the BSN program, the NLLC 
participants felt supported by the BSN and RSU faculty, including the philosophy and theology 




the faculty who attended the monthly dinners. These faculty connections and relationships 
validated their experiences and made the participants feel like they were insiders.  
Because the NLLC had only seven participants during the 2019–2020 academic year, 
when they met with faculty and administrators during the meetings and dinners, they felt seen 
and acknowledged by the faculty. This was in direct opposition to the large lecture courses of 
over 100 students to which they had become accustomed during their first year in the BSN 
program. Mentoring by the RSU administrators and faculty was an important aspect of the 
NLLC experience. Jennifer shared experiences with the faculty during the monthly dinners:  
I guess those dinners really— I really liked them and really looked forward to them, just 
because I was able to hear different people’s stories and just be able to really gain their 
insight on how they came to be at [RSU] and how I feel, like most of them, they never 
expected to be where they are at [RSU] right now. So, it was very, very interesting to 
hear about their experience, and it gives me some comfort that not everything is planned 
and not everything is linear.  
The NLLC participants shared how helpful it was to learn about the different journeys taken by 
the administrators in their personal and professional lives. The students discussed the importance 
of hearing these stories and easing the anxiety about their academic and professional careers. 
 In addition to the monthly faculty dinners, all participants felt the NLLC allowed them to 
form an intimate relationship with the Associate Dean of the BSN program. The participants 
found that relationship critical to cultivate a sense of belonging at the BSN program. The 
Associate Dean knew all of the NLLC participants’ names and backgrounds, which made them 




Getting to know the Dean, I just feel like it’s good that she knows me, you know? I feel 
like I can go to her if I have any issues. It just gave me a sense of community and 
belonging. 
Having the Associate Dean know the students was critical for fostering a sense of belonging in 
the BSN program. Leanne elaborated on this sentiment:  
I think getting to know the faculty better and the resources within BC and the nursing 
school specifically was very helpful, because reaching out to [the Associate Dean] with 
scheduling, stuff like that, problems, and clinical stuff, and she’s really helpful, and I feel 
like I would not be able to do that if I didn’t have that opportunity to introduce myself to 
her. 
The NLLC participants felt like they had greater access to resources in the BSN program because 
they had an established relationship with the Associate Dean of the program. Even though they 
were hesitant to ask for help, they know that they could go to the Associate Dean if they had any 
issues within the program. This access and positive relationship with the Associate Dean 
contributed to feeling a greater sense of belonging in the BSN program.  
The following chapter presents the experiences of the women of color in the BSN 
program who did not participate in the NLLC, illustrating the RSU racial campus climate and the 
BSN program climate. There are descriptions of the social and academic impact of the RSU and 
BSN climate on the women of color. Chapter 5 concludes with the lack of counterspaces for 





CHAPTER 5: NONNURSING LIVING AND LEARNING COMMUNITY FINDINGS 
NLLC Findings 
Seven participants in this study who are nursing women of color did not participate in the 
NLLC. In the 2019–2020 academic year, 28 students qualified for this study, with seven 
ultimately participating in an interview and a focus group. All participants self-identified as 
women of color and as nursing students in their second year at RSU. Table 5.1 shows the 
participants’ self-selected pseudonyms and self-identified race and ethnicity. 
Table 5.1  
Non-NLLC Participant’s Pseudonyms and Demographics  
Pseudonym Gender Race Ethnicity Major  Year NLLC 
Bella Female Hispanic Mexican Nursing 2nd No 
Gina Female Black Haitian American Nursing 2nd No 
Jane Female Hispanic Puerto Rican Nursing 2nd No 
Maya Female Black African American Nursing 2nd No 
Mina Female Black Haitian American Nursing 2nd No 
Nina Female Mixed Race Japanese & White Nursing 2nd No 
Shelly Female Asian Chinese Nursing 2nd No 
 
Note. This table shows the self-selected pseudonym and demographics of the participants who 
engaged in the individual interviews and the focus group. The group comprised all women of 
color in their second year of the BSN program who did not participate in the NLLC during their 
first year at RSU. 
When analyzing and organizing the findings from the women of color who did not 
participate in the NLLC, there was a model used similar to that with the NLLC participants (see 
Figure 5.1). The model is an adaptation of the analysis by Solórzano et al. (2000) regarding 





Organization of Non-NLLC Participant Findings  
Campus Racial Climate                            Nursing School Culture 
 
Impact on  
 
 
The Academic and Social  
Life of Students 
 
 









Lack of Counterspaces for 
Nursing Women of Color  
 
Note. This figure shows the organization of the data analysis for the women of color who did not 
participate in the NLLC. 
The principal difference with these participants, the nursing women of color who did not 
participate in the NLLC, was that they did not have a strong sense of belonging to the BSN 
program. These participants felt similarly about the racial climate at RSU and the nursing school 
culture. The differences, though, were the intensity of the racial climate and the lack of 
community formed within the BSN program. Unlike all of the NLLC participants, six of the 
seven women of color in this group felt they did not have a strong sense of belonging in the RSU 
BSN program. Many brought up the lack of racial counterspaces on campus, which led to feeling 





Organization of Findings and Themes from the Non-NLLC Participants 
Non-NLLC Participants’ Findings and Themes 
Racial Campus Climate 
- Hostile Racial Climate Within Academic Spaces 
- Hostile Racial Climate Within Social Spaces 
Nursing School Culture 
- Anatomy and Physiology (A&P) as an Academic Barrier 
- Importance of Study Skills 
- Competition Among Peers 
Impact of Racial Campus Climate and Nursing School Culture 
- Impact on Academic Lives 
- Impact on Social Lives 
Creation of Counterspaces as a Response to Climate 
Lack of Counterspaces for Nursing Women of Color 
- Lack of Friendships in Nursing Community 
- Lack of Validation of Intersecting Identities 
 
Note. This table displays the organization of the findings and themes of the data collected from 
the journals, individual interviews, and focus group of women of color who did not participate in 
the NLLC. 
Campus Racial Climate 
Most of the participants in this study described the campus racial climate as hostile. They 
recalled experiences of racial microaggressions but primarily discussed times when they felt like 
they “did not belong,” were “not seen” or “uncomfortable,” and felt “less than” because of their 
race. Like the NLLC participants, many non-NLLC participants discussed becoming hyperaware 
of their race when they attended RSU. Shelly said she never thought much about her racial 
identity until she came to campus:  
I think I never really thought of my racial identity before I came to [RSU], but like after 
coming to [RSU], I realized I’m the minority, it’s people with different culture really 




Shelly recalled that as soon as she came to the RSU campus, she felt like a “minority.” 
She also identified a “barrier” between the White students and the students of color on campus. 
Gina expressed similar sentiments, saying, “I think my race has always been something 
important to me, but I think being at [RSU], I felt like it mattered more.” She referenced that her 
race mattered in the sense that it impacted relationships with peers and experiences on campus. 
Nina also confirmed feeling “different” on campus because of her race, saying, “It’s kind 
of a feeling. Not that I don’t belong here, but that I’m different than many of the people here.” 
Her feelings were not the result of any outright actions against people of color, just something 
she sensed on campus. Unlike Nina, Bella immediately felt like she did not belong on campus 
because of her racial identity. She discussed the challenges and feeling “weird” when her parents 
visited her on campus, where they were surrounded by White parents.  
It’s been— I think there’s times when it is kind of weird, because [RSU] is such a White 
institution, and sometimes I feel like although I may appear a little bit more Whiter 
compared to some Mexican or other Hispanics, I still feel like I may not completely 
belong here in a way. I feel out of place. Like if I’m in a room with a bunch of White 
people, I feel like— I feel kind of weird. So, when my parents have— coming to [RSU] 
and having undocumented parents is also kind of weird, because when they come visit 
me, it’s not like I see other Hispanic people walking around. And when people’s parents 
come, they’re mostly White people. And I’m like, “Wow, this is such a drastic change.” 
Bella reflected on the differences between a community of White people and not having a 
community of Hispanics like she is used to in her hometown. She described feeling “out of 
place” because she does not look like her peers on campus. She also compared her experience 




vastly different backgrounds and experiences. All participants made comments and references of 
being very aware of their race on the RSU campus.  
Hostile Racial Climate Within Academic Spaces  
Many of the participants shared experiences within academic spaces that signaled a 
hostile racial climate. In particular, the Latina and Black women discussed how isolating it felt 
being one of the only Black or Latinx students in the classroom. Gina described this experience 
of being “the only” in the classroom:  
Sometimes other classes were uncomfortable because I was the only African American 
student in a class, and it was like, if we get on that subject, everyone is looking at me, but 
that was uncomfortable because it felt like it wasn’t welcoming in any way. …I felt like I 
couldn’t just sit in a class and be a student sitting in a class. Like I said, if there was a 
racial conversation, having it in a class, it’s kind of like everyone kind of slowly looks at 
you. …It’s like they are expecting you to have all the answers and be able to speak for a 
whole race of people.  
Gina talked about the pressure of being the only Black student in the classroom and feeling an 
expectation to be a representative of the whole Black race. This racial microaggression and stress 
created an unwelcoming academic environment for her, where she felt like she could not just “be 
a student sitting in a class.”   
Maya described a similar sentiment as one of the few Black women in the classroom. She 
shared her anxiety about missing class because the faculty member would be aware that one of 
the Black students was not present:  
I remember freshmen year. I would always be like, I couldn’t miss a class because she, 




but just because I’m one of the few Black people, and if she sees two instead of three 
people in this class, she knows someone’s missing. And I would just, and that would 
always freak me out. And I was like, “Okay, I have to go to every class.” I mean, 
obviously, I should attend classes, but I just remember that being like a fear of mine, just 
like, she’s going to know.  
For Maya, the classroom environment and missing class would bring up a sense of fear. She felt 
immense pressure to attend every lecture, whereas she felt like her White peers did not have this 
extra burden.  
 Maya described the experience of being in the A&P laboratory course, where it seemed 
the faculty member and teaching assistant would check up on her more often: 
I think a lot of times, when I enter predominantly White spaces on campus, I feel very 
aware of my race. …One [experience] that does come to mind is when I was in A&P lab, 
I always felt like the [teaching assistant] or the professor would always wander around 
my table pretty often. I don’t know if it was because it was a look of confusion or the 
professor really wanted to make sure I was okay. I don’t know if they were aware of me 
being [an underresourced] student or whatever it may have been. I do remember 
distinctly— I don’t know if she’s coming over to me if I’m the only person of color in 
this lab, or she may see that I’m struggling, even though I’m not really. But sometimes, I 
do have those moments where I just feel like it might be hyperawareness on me. And that 
might just be me being paranoid a little bit, or it may be true, but sometimes I do have 
those moments.  
The extra attention Maya received in the A&P laboratory course caused her to ask why. Even 




of her race, Maya still questioned these moments and felt “hyperaware” of her race in the 
laboratory setting.  
Hostile Racial Climate Within Social Spaces  
Many of the participants recalled struggling to connect socially on campus because of the 
hostile racial climate at RSU. Again, the women spoke about the saliency of their racial identity 
in making social connections on campus. Bella described the fear of not being able to make 
friends because she does not identify as White:  
But overall, I think my transition—it was rough in the beginning, really rough—it was just 
a lot of stress being homesick and not finding that friend group, and feeling like I don’t 
belong here, because I was also a little bit intimidated coming from a Hispanic household 
and being a little bit not White, type of thing. That made me like— I wasn’t sure if I 
would make friends with a lot of people and if I can relate to them.  
Bella reported her transition to college as socially “rough” because she could not make a group 
of friends at RSU right away. That lack of connection and an unwelcoming community made her 
feel like she did not belong.  
Jane talked about her experience being on the RSU cheer team. In high school, her 
friends were all from her cheerleading team, but this was not the case at RSU. She did not make 
any connections with any of her fellow teammates. 
Usually, athletes here make their friends on the teams that they’re on, but I never really 
felt like a part of my team in a way. I don’t know, just because I was struggling and also, 
they were all friends within themselves, and I was kind of the only person of color on the 
team, so it was just like really weird for me to— I don’t know. It was just hard to make 




Jane struggled to connect with her teammates as the only student of color in her team. She 
wondered if her inability to do so was because they were already friends with each other or 
because of her race. Regardless, she did not make connections with her White teammates, which 
resulted in her feeling overwhelmed and quitting the cheer team during the spring semester of 
her first year at RSU.  
 Gina shared a few experiences of a hostile racial climate that were more outright racist 
assaults than the typical racial microaggressions and unconscious bias from her White peers. She 
recalled being invalidated by RSU administrators and staff when she sought support regarding 
the racist incidents. In the first example, she discussed her experience with her first-year 
roommate, who was racist. Her roommate would “leave the room” as soon as Gina entered and 
would “run out of the room” if Gina ever brought over any friends of color. If she were in the 
room at the same time as her roommate, it would be “completely silent,” as if “there was a wall 
between them.” Gina said the hostility was so intense that “it got to a point where friends weren’t 
comfortable coming to my room anymore. So, that isolated me even more.” 
The tension in her room became so toxic that Gina decided to bring it up to her resident 
advisor (RA) and resident director (RD) to support her because the racism was affecting her 
friendships and her mental health. When she discussed the situation with her RA and RD, she felt 
invalidated by their responses. Gina shared, 
I brought it up to my RD, and I met with her, but I don’t think she was understanding the 
point I was trying to make to her. So, she kept telling me to just talk to her. I was like, 
“It’s fine.” I was trying to make the point to her that it’s easier to talk to someone if you 




this is a race issue, how do I go to someone and, like, “Hey, are you racist?” It’s kind of a 
hard conversation. I didn’t know how to go about that. And she was not understanding it.  
Gina felt invalidated and completely ignored by the experience with her RD, who kept reiterating 
that Gina needed to have a conversation with her roommate. The RD did not take any action to 
remove Gina from the toxic living arrangement. As a result, Gina felt isolated from her peers, 
who had stopped coming to her room. She was uncomfortable in her own living space and 
unsupported by the RSU staff.   
 In another example, Gina recounted an incident on campus when she was walking by 
herself. On that day, she wore a Black Lives Matter t-shirt, and as she was walking, she was 
verbally assaulted by three White males. The three students were cursing and yelling at her, 
saying, “What the hell is she wearing?” and “Take that shirt off!” Gina was by herself and, at 
first, did not realize the men were speaking to her. Because she was so stunned, she continued to 
walk back to her residence hall and did not say anything to anyone about the incident. She was 
so shocked that she refused to wear the t-shirt again for many months.  
A few months after this incident, Gina decided to open up about her encounter with a 
group of students and one faculty member during a reflection group meeting. When she 
mentioned the incident, the group members asked why she did not report the White men to 
campus security, or why she did not take a photo of the men and record them on her phone. Gina 
thought she would feel better by sharing this incident with others, but instead, she “felt worse” 
and “attacked” by her peers. Gina recalled, 
Instead, that kind of made me feel attacked. It made me feel like I didn’t represent the 
Black community good enough because I didn’t stop and respond right away. It made me 




you just kind of— Now, I’m okay, but it made me feel like you don’t have the right to be 
upset about this situation. I felt like it was not my fault for not responding at the time. 
Gina was not only verbally attacked by the White male students, but she also felt attacked by her 
group of peers and professor when she shared her experience. The racist incident and then the 
invalidation of her response further contributed to her isolation on the RSU campus.  
Nursing School Culture 
Many of the participants described the RSU BSN program culture and climate as being 
competitive and challenging. In addition, students discussed the challenges of being one of very 
few people of color in the nursing classroom and the stress that this nuanced experience put on 
them. Shelly shared an experience of feeling like she does not belong at the BSN program 
because the majority of her nursing peers are White: 
I think because nursing is majority White, so it’s just harder for us to relate to— but I 
don’t think you guys are cultivating it, like, it’s just it is what it is. …Yeah, like when all 
of the students, they have their together, and they’re like, they click very easily, and when 
you don’t seem like you are able to join them and you can’t seem to find your own, you 
feel like you don’t belong.  
Shelly presented the idea that her White peers seemed to “click very easily” and get along with 
each other, but she did not fit in with the majority of the students. This experience fostered a 
sense of not belonging at the BSN program for Shelly.  
Maya shared her experience with the BSN courses and how it was difficult for her to feel 
affirmed in the classes. She described being unacknowledged by her peers and professors, 




Like, genuinely, like just any time I entered a lecture like freshmen year, I just always 
felt, like, at a disadvantage and I just didn’t really feel, like, recognized. I’m also trying to 
think. I feel like honestly, like just freshmen year, I kind of just always felt behind. I 
always felt like it was just going to be so difficult. Just trying to find and validate my 
space in the classroom. It was just always just so difficult. 
Maya described the emotional toll the BSN program took on her mental health. She felt 
constantly disadvantaged by her peers and academically behind.  
 Many of the participants emphasized the stress of being a nursing student and the 
pressure they felt to perform well. They talked about struggling to manage the workload, 
maintain a social life, and find a healthy balance between the two demands. Bella shared the 
pressure of her first year at the BSN program and the extreme levels of stress that she felt:  
But the worst part was probably just the stress. Like the beginning, the first two months 
or so college, I was like, “Oh, why am I so stressed all the time? Why do I feel like I have 
no free time? Why do I feel like I’m always constantly doing work, work, work, work?” 
Like, I literally can’t take a break. I think like midterm or something, or for finals, I spent 
like 10 hours in a library studying. I’m like, “Oh my god, this is so much information. 
How do I not have any free time?” 
Bella discussed the high levels of stress brought on by the BSN program obligations. She had a 
difficult time balancing the workload and finding time to take care of herself. In addition, she felt 
she could not share her stress with her parents and often kept it to herself, saying, “I wouldn’t tell 
them when I was suffering.” She did not want to burden her parents with her emotions and did 




  Mina shared a similar experience to Bella. She found the A&P course so overwhelming 
during her first year at RSU that she spent most of her time studying and being consumed by the 
coursework. This created a strong feeling of not belonging at RSU. Mina said, 
I just feel like nursing, it’s just— it took a lot out of like the experiences that I had in 
freshmen year because, like, I was so overwhelmed with like, especially like anatomy. 
Like, I always felt like I had to be like reviewing because like I already felt so behind like 
that on the weekends, like, instead of like going out like, it was literally just, like, me 
reviewing. And stuff like that. So, it took away from a lot of the experiences, which, 
ultimately, led to me not feeling that happy. Because I remember freshmen year, I was 
definitely not happy at all— like, I was pretty sad. And, like, I just felt like I didn’t really, 
like, belong. 
Mina brought up the mental health impacts of the stress she experienced during her first year of 
the BSN program. She explained that, at first, she regretted her decision to attend RSU and 
believed she would have been happier at another university. She felt so isolated in her 
experiences in the BSN program that she wanted to transfer.  
Maya expanded on the compounding stress of being in the BSN program as a student of 
color. She expressed the pressures of the nursing curriculum and content and the additional layer 
of stress being a nursing student of color in that environment. Maya said, 
In nursing, it’s kind of like one cut. Like, what’s a fever? Is it over 100 beats per minute 
or not? …Obviously, you need to know, but they kind of just intimidate you and, like, 
“You’re going to be nurses. You need to know this stuff. Like, you can’t misdiagnose.” 




then you’re a person of color. So, kind of just like a layering of pressure when you’re in 
that environment.  
Maya emphasized that the competitive environment and the importance of the nursing content 
bring high levels of stress to the coursework. The nursing students of color have additional stress 
that comes with being one of the few nursing students of color in the classroom.  
 Mina expanded on the topic, addressing the difficulty of seeing the decrease in students 
of color in the BSN program after the first year. Mina reported that a few of her peers transferred 
out of the BSN program. Despite the low number of nursing students of color when she entered 
her first year, the number had decreased even more. 
I remember my freshmen year, we had a lot more people of color, but then people start 
to…drop out of nursing school and like, you know, do other things. So just it’s just not 
funny, but, like, it’s just interesting to see. …I’m one of the small percentages of people 
in the nursing school that makes up for the diversity and stuff like that.  
Mina alluded to the lower retention rates of students of color in the RSU BSN program. The 
impact of being one of the few students of color in the classroom intensified as friends of color 
transferred out of the nursing school, creating a challenging climate for many of these nursing 
students of color.  
A&P as an Academic Barrier  
Most of the participants in this study mentioned the A&P course as an academic barrier 
during the first year of the BSN program. Shelly talked about the large lecture format of the A&P 
course as a barrier to being academically successful in class.  
For the first [quarter], Anatomy is a really big lecture, so 100-something students. It’s 




really hard to engage with the teacher with that many people, and I didn’t feel like 
speaking—because in high school, although I didn’t raise my hand that much, I still 
actively participated. But since there was so many people, when a teacher threw out a 
question, it was really challenging for me to raise my hand because there were so many 
people. 
Like Shelly, many participants shared that the large lecture format of having over 100 students in 
the class created a challenging classroom environment to participate actively and get to know the 
faculty. Jane expressed similar sentiments, recalling how the large lecture courses prevented her 
from getting to know her faculty and the faculty getting to know her. She felt unable to connect 
individually with faculty because there were no opportunities to build a relationship during class 
time.  
In addition to the large lecture format and inability to interact with the faculty, many 
participants emphasized the large volume of content presented in each A&P lecture. Mina 
recalled that the course was extremely fast-paced, which created a challenging classroom 
environment for her.  
Oh my gosh, the Anatomy learning environment was so, like, it’s very fast paced. Yeah, I 
just felt like, there’s so many little things…that she was talking about. I’m just like, it 
was a lot. Like, I really couldn’t keep up with that. Sometimes…it got to a point where 
she was talking so fast and I thought I wasn’t absorbing anything that I would literally 
just stop typing. I’m just like, “I’m just gonna listen to her at this point,” because…I’m 




Many of the participants felt the lecture-style format posed a challenge to perform well. The fast-
paced nature of the course left  the participants feeling overwhelmed by the amount of content. 
Most of the students identified A&P as the hardest class they had taken in their academic careers.  
Gina shared that the teaching style of the A&P faculty and the volume of the content 
made it an unwelcoming environment. She discussed the environment’s impact on her mental 
health:  
Anatomy was always just an uncomfortable environment. Sometimes I felt like I was 
sitting in the wrong class, and that made it really hard. …It was just like— the pace of it 
and sometimes the attitude, or whatever, you’re getting with the information, it felt very 
stiff in a way, if that makes sense. Kind of like you have to sit there, and you type away, 
and no one cares if you understand it or not, and move on. So that was very 
uncomfortable sitting there. I think it pushed that imposter syndrome onto me. It made 
me feel like this is not a class that is for me, or it made me feel like nursing was not for 
me. It made me feel like everyone in the class was smarter than I was. …It feels like I’m 
not supposed to be here and I got lucky, and that’s why I’m here.  
Gina identified the A&P lecture hall as the place where she questioned her academic 
abilities the most. She doubted her ability to finish the BSN program and become a nurse. She 
described the imposter syndrome she felt as a result of the teaching modality of the A&P course. 
The course format and climate created an environment for many of these participants that made 
them question their intellectual and academic abilities and wonder if they could ultimately 
graduate as nurses.  




Many participants emphasized the importance of study skills in their survival and 
continuation in the BSN program. How they prepared for exams in high school did not work well 
for the A&P course in college. Many of the students tried different study methods to be 
academically successful in the A&P course. Jane said she used to study the night before for high 
school exams but quickly realized that she could not do that for the A&P exams.  
Like Jane, Shelly talked about how she had to change her study habits to perform better 
in A&P. Finding the most effective way to study for the course took a lot of time and effort. 
Shelly explained, 
Toward the end of the semester, I realized my studying strategy wasn’t effective, like, 
just studying a weekend before the test isn’t going to help me, so then— and my test 
results weren’t reflecting that I studied really, really hard, so I realized I needed to study 
more effectively rather than longer. So, toward the end, I changed my studying method. 
We had this study group, and we talked about our notes and what we learned at the end of 
each class, and I think that helped a lot because it really made me remember the content I 
learned during class. And I would, before class, I would organize my notes. I would look 
at the PowerPoint to kind of know what the teacher’s going to talk about for the next hour 
and a half. So, I get prepared, mentally prepared, and that helped a lot, too. And instead 
of studying like a few days before the test, I started studying a week and a half before the 
test, and I was just, like, taking it chunk by chunk. 
Shelly stressed the importance of not only studying more but studying more effectively. She had 




Mina also shared her process of trial and error when finding an effective study method 
for the A&P course. She explained having to teach herself the material for A&P and not 
expecting to learn in the classroom:  
I’d have to educate myself in anatomy. It was a lot of that because, like, not only did I 
have to find my own study, like how to study, I also had to, like, find a way to 
conceptualize these…topics to make it to my own understanding. And I recently found 
out, like— well, not recently found out, but during that time, she was mostly, like, 
referring to the book. So, I stopped taking notes, and I was like— it was literally just, 
like, the book, so I have highlighted the key and important parts. …So, yeah, it was just a 
matter of just, like, a lot of trial and error for that class. A lot.  
Mina had to learn how to study for the demanding A&P course. As with the other students, it 
was a process for her to find the proper way to not just memorize the content, but understand the 
concepts. Many of the participants stressed the importance of finding their proper study method 
to succeed in this rigorous course.  
Competition Among Peers  
Most participants described the competitive culture of the BSN program. They sometimes 
compared their grades, and it gave them a feeling that the BSN program was trying to “weed 
out” students. Maya could not depend on all of the BSN students to be supportive and 
encouraging in the classroom; she had to rely on the other nursing students of color to support 
each other and answer each other’s questions. Maya talked about the competitiveness of the 
nursing program:  
It’s super interesting because I feel like the nursing community, in some regards, is super 




bizarre to me because I remember, like, specifically our Dean, like the first day, was like, 
“This is not a competition. …You’re all going to be nurses,” and yet it’s super 
competitive.  
The participants emphasized an environment where the White students would not share 
information with them, which they found discouraging. This exclusion gave a sense that the 
women of color were in direct competition with the White students, even though they knew this 
was not the case. Maya shared that this sentiment led her to study on her own or with only 
students of color in the nursing program. She explained, “So, a lot of the time, I felt like I was 
studying alone or with other people of color because…people were not really willing to share 
information.”  
Mina noted how the nursing students would always talk about their grades or ask 
questions about their exams. Mina shared how this habit of comparison would negatively impact 
her sense of belonging at the BSN program:  
I just hate when, when people do this, but it’s like when you talk about exams. And like, 
they’ll talk about a specific—this is, like, after the exam. So, they’ll talk about, “Oh, what 
did you answer—?” “Oh, what did you get for this question that’s talking about—I don’t 
know, like—hypertension?” And then they say, “Oh, I got C.” And then, they’re like, 
“Oh yeah, because that was so easy. Obviously, you should have gotten C.” And in my 
mind, like, “Well, I definitely did not get C. I definitely got another answer.” And, like, it 
just makes me feel dumb. …It just makes me feel like I’m dumb. Like I shouldn’t 




Mina remarked how the students’ comparison and emphasis on grades would make her feel 
“dumb” and not worthy of continuing in the nursing program. The competition felt and 
experienced by the participants impacted their sense of community at the BSN program. 
Impact of Racial Campus Climate and Nursing School Culture 
 Many of the participants shared how the hostile racial climate and the competitive culture 
of the nursing school impacted their sense of belonging in the BSN program. During the 
interviews and the focus group, the participants discussed the impact of this hostile racial climate 
on their sense of belonging. A few women said they would censor themselves or feel they could 
not fully be themselves as a person of color in the BSN program. In the first example, Bella 
remarked that she could not be as open with others in the BSN program because of her 
background and racial identity. She felt she would be judged, and her White peers would not 
understand her perspective or lived experiences. Bella said, 
When I’m talking about my racial identity, I feel like sometimes I also don’t want to 
express myself too much, because I’m scared that people may not relate to what I’ve been 
through. And so some things I don’t share out, because I’m like, I don’t know if these 
people understand where I came from. 
Bella shared how she was scared to fully be herself with her White peers. This fear kept her from 
forming meaningful and intimate relationships with her White peers, perpetuating the feeling of 
not belonging in the BSN community.  
 In another example, Maya reflected on being highly aware of how her White peers and 
faculty perceived her behavior. In one nursing course, the faculty showed a video of a Black 




It kind of just made me— It didn’t necessarily make me question myself or like my 
identity, but it kind of just made me question, like, a White health care provider and how 
I felt in their care. And maybe, like, did they feel this way when I— if I’m their patient 
type of thing because I feel like…when I encounter stuff like that, it just makes me want 
to go into the field even more to prove those stereotypes wrong. But I do always feel 
like— I mean, I’ve always felt this throughout high school, this sense of like double 
consciousness. And like I’m very big on that, like, how do I appear to White people? 
How do I appear to Black people? And so…like that class and like those comments, I just 
remember that perpetuating that feeling of, like, ugh, if this is how they feel in this video, 
like, you know, make sure I am extra kind when I go to like the emergency room so they 
don’t think like I’m an aggressive Black woman. So, I feel like it just perpetuated that 
feeling. 
Maya explained her tendency to overthink her interactions with White people and reflected on 
her past interactions with her White health care providers. She is highly aware that she does not 
want to come off as the stereotype of the “aggressive Black woman,” and therefore, is mindful of 
her behavior around others. Maya described the mental toll and the emotional strategy necessary 
to be a Black woman in these predominately White spaces.  
 In another example of the impact of a hostile racial climate, Gina explained how she feels 
at RSU when the university and her faculty do not acknowledge racism on campus or in the 
United States. She feels RSU does not care about or value its students of color when hate crimes 
occur, and the faculty neglect to talk about the incidents or acknowledge them in the classroom 




I think when I was bringing up the fact that it’s not brought up as much in class, I think 
that is a difference because it might be affecting— It’s obviously a horrible thing, and 
anybody of any color or race could be able to identify that that is horrible, but I do feel 
like it affects students of color in a different way. And I think by not putting that attention 
to it, but not realizing there is another stressful factor that is affecting the students of 
color differently, and kind of just expecting them to push through it like everyone else, 
and to continue to do all of this hard work without even being given a breather, I think 
that shows a clear difference of what is valued and how.  
In this example, Gina emphasized that the university and the faculty appeared to value the lives 
of the White students over the lives of the students of color. This experience negatively impacted 
her sense of belonging at RSU and the BSN program overall.  
Impact on Academic Lives  
Many of the participants reported that the hostile racial climate had affected their 
academic lives and sense of self. The women discussed the extra burden they had to carry at 
RSU due to being a student of color. They shared having to “prove” themselves to their peers 
and faculty. Mina explained, 
I feel almost as if I have to appear more smarter [than] my peers just because I have more 
to prove. And that’s one thing, like my parents have always said to me. …Obviously, I 
belong in college, but I feel like it’s always in my mind that, that I have more to prove. 
…And so I feel like I have to appear more smarter because, for example, a lot of the 
students that are in my school, they took anatomy in high school, and I never took 




same level with my classmates, I felt like I had more to prove, and I felt like I had to 
appear…smarter, I guess. 
Mina felt the pressure to look more intelligent to prove to her White peers that she belonged in 
the classroom with them. She believed she had to act differently, especially when she felt behind 
in her coursework. This pressure to appear smarter and prove her academic abilities to others 
prevented her from being honest with her White peers about her feelings and struggles. 
 Bella shared a similar experience, recalling a time she was reluctant to ask for help 
because she did not want to look “stupid” in front of her peers. Bella was very aware that she did 
not want to reinforce the stereotype that Latinx are not as intelligent as White people. The 
participant said, 
I think sometimes, like I mentioned, just the faculty members, I’m just scared of— if 
they’ll judge me, but not because I’m Hispanic, but it’s more because I’m scared that 
they might be like, “Oh, why don’t you know this concept?” type of thing. But then I 
think that also plays into being Mexican because I don’t— People always say, “Oh, 
Hispanics or people of color are a little bit less intelligent.” So, there’s always that 
stereotype. So, whenever I do ask for help, I feel like, “Oh, I am ashamed because I’m 
asking for help and I am a person of color.” So, I’m just proving the point that Hispanics 
or people of color are not that intelligent. Which is also why I don’t raise my hand to ask 
the question, because— I may ask a question when I’m on the one-on-one, but when it’s a 
group of people, I just don’t ask questions because I’m scared the professor or even the 
people around me might be like, “Oh, this girl does not get it” type of thing.  
Bella shared her fear of having her faculty members judge her academic and intellectual abilities 




as White people and therefore avoided asking questions, even though she needed support in 
learning the content.  
 Jane agreed with Bella and emphasized that she was very self-conscious about asking 
questions in front of large groups. Jane explained,  
I feel like sometimes I feel self-conscious about that too. Like, especially lecture— I 
think it has to do with there being such a big crowd, but you’re already afraid that your 
question might be a dumb question and then adding on top of it, you’re kind of scared, 
like, asking in front of a whole bunch of White people that they’re going to think your 
question is dumb. It makes you feel self-conscious that it might be related to the fact that 
you’re a person of color. So sometimes, that makes me not want to ask certain questions.  
Jane mentioned the fear of appearing “dumb” in front of her White peers. Again, both Bella and 
Jane were hyperaware that they do not want to reinforce negative stereotypes about people of 
color, limiting them from asking their questions regarding the material. They felt the emotional 
burden of breaking the stereotype that they are not as capable as their White counterparts.  
Maya felt like she was at a disadvantage in the BSN program due to her high school 
experience. She also expressed feeling very intimidated in a room of White students and being 
one of the few Black women at the BSN program. Maya described, 
And then, in regard to being African American and African American woman, it’s just 
super intimidating just because the nursing school is so hard, it’s so challenging. And 
when you already feel like you’re at a disadvantage, you didn’t have the same resources 
and the high school. …So, it’s just like it’s super intimidating, but I think, I’m a person, 
like, I’m super proactive. …But there are just times where you just want to cry, like, it’s 




of disappointing, too, because it’s not even like I could turn to someone who could 
remotely understand my feelings.  
Maya spoke about the feeling of isolation as a Black woman in the nursing program. Many of the 
participants mentioned the lack of support from faculty, especially because they are unaware of 
any Black or Latinx BSN program faculty. The lack of faculty of color led many participants to 
feel even more isolated and alone because no adults in the BSN program could relate to them 
personally and had similar experiences.  
Impact on Social Lives  
Many participants shared that the hostile racial climate also impacted their social lives on 
campus beyond the academic spaces. Students reported the toll of these experiences on their 
mental health. Gina discussed the burden of being a Black woman on campus and how it brought 
a significant amount of anxiety. In addition to the impact on her mental health, racial isolation 
also limited her experiences on campus and caused her to overthink social experiences at RSU. 
Gina explained, 
I think it has created anxiety for me. I think I worry a little more about whether or not I’m 
going to fit in. I try to do things that are based on my interests and not— I won’t just do 
something at the end of the day because it involves colored students. I will try to do it 
because I’m really interested in it, no matter who is involved. …But I also think it’s 
really limiting to me because I feel like, “Okay, I could be interested in this,” and if I try 
it and I’m the only one there, I always feel like I have everyone’s eyes on me and it’s 
different. I’m expected to have a different way of thinking about things, and it’s kind 




Gina emphasized the anxiety and limitations of what social experiences she could have 
because of her race. She felt anxious about joining an organization or group and feeling like all 
the students would focus on her as the only person of color there. This pressure generated 
significant anxiety for Gina and has prevented her from joining social activities and getting 
involved on campus. Jane expressed a similar sentiment, recalling that her first semester at RSU 
was a very challenging emotional transition for her, as she “felt super lonely” and “didn’t have 
any friends.”  
Creation of Counterspaces as a Response to Climate 
A few of the participants talked about the usefulness and necessity of counterspaces at 
RSU for students of color to mitigate the impact of the hostile racial climate. Many women 
shared the vital role that their nursing peers of color played in their support in the BSN program. 
Maya explained this collaboration and the importance of nursing students of color:  
I feel like my relationship with nursing students, like, who are [students of color], it was 
always so encouraging. We even to this day have a group chat, like, “Who needs help?” 
We’re always creating study groups. And my motivation of being in it…I want to see all 
of us succeed. Especially because we’re people of color, I think we have to be there for 
one another. There’s no reason to be competing. 
Having the academic support and encouragement of other nursing students of color was vital in 
the participants’ academic success.  
 Bella and Jane lived on a residence hall floor that was a LLC for students of color. Bella 





I actually had [the student of color LLC] on the floor right next to me. And so, seeing 
them when I went back to our room, or when I came back, it made me feel more at ease, 
knowing that there is some diversity here. And, like right now, I’m on the [student of 
color LLC for sophomores] in [the residence hall], so having that diverse community is 
very helpful, and I know [RSU] will most likely remain a White institution, but the fact 
that there [are] resources here, such as [student of color LLC] and the [student of color 
office], is like a little more comforting. It makes me feel a little more comfortable being 
here and, like, not knowing that—what’s it called—there are resources for me, and there 
are people who experience the same things I went through, living in a Hispanic 
household.  
Bella shared the importance of finding this community of color and having the support system of 
other students of color as essential in feeling comfortable on campus. Similarly, Jane lived in the 
student of color LLC her first year at RSU. Jane expressed that if she had lived on a different 
floor, it would have been difficult to make friends with other students of color and create a sense 
of community on campus.  
Lack of Counterspaces for Nursing Women of Color 
Even though a few students discussed the formation of counterspaces on campus for 
students of color, many talked about the challenges of finding a community on campus where 
they felt validated or fostered a sense of belonging. A few mentioned spaces on campus that 
should have been welcoming for students of color but were not. For example, Maya explained 
that although there are many cultural and social groups for students of color, they are not always 




I feel like freshmen year or maybe just throughout your whole time here, being [a student 
of color], if you don’t join a group who, for example, one of the dance groups…or if 
you’re not a part of [an African or Caribbean culture club] or something in that regard, 
you really can’t connect with the [student of color] community. And I know that, 
obviously, you need to get out there to meet people, like, that’s just like common 
knowledge. But I do feel like there are ways to get to know people without having to be 
forced into this group. Like, none of the groups really resonated with me. …So, then why 
should I be at a disadvantage to not get to those people? So, it was…frustrating in that 
way because it’s like if you’re not— And I think a lot of people would say that, if they 
did not join one of those groups, they would find it totally hard socially with the [student 
of color] community.  
Maya described feeling excluded from the campus social and cultural groups intended for 
students of color, left out of making connections with other students of color because she did not 
join these student groups. Maya expressed her frustration, saying, “I don’t even feel comfortable 
in that space that’s supposed to be safe for me,” making her feel even more isolated from the 
RSU community.   
Lack of Friendships in Nursing Community  
Four out of the seven participants said they still do not have a community of nursing 
students that goes beyond the classroom, even in their second year of the BSN program. This 
lack of community creates the sense that they still do not belong in nursing. Gina discussed how 
she feels it easier to share with nursing students inside the classroom versus outside: 
In any course, inside the classroom, I could just— Well, not any course, but most courses, 




the few nursing students that had my phone number freshmen year, or whatever, only 
reached out to me for the purpose of nursing classes and getting— asking me a question 
or asking what was going on or whatever. But I didn’t feel like I had a relationship with 
nursing students where I could just go sit down and have lunch.  
Gina reported not having close relationships with nursing students outside of the classroom, not 
even peers to eat lunch with between classes. Gina was not the only participant to express a lack 
of relationships with nursing students outside of the classroom. Mina felt the same way, as she 
shared, 
Inside the classroom, okay. So, inside the classroom, like it was definitely like, 
obviously, would help each other and like make sure that we got like the right answers 
and, like, talk about it. …But then outside of that, outside the classroom…it wasn’t really 
anything substantial. For example, my lab partner—Who was it? —I forgot who my lab 
partner was in freshman year. But I have never talked to her after class. Like, it was more 
of just like a classroom thing. 
Mina was not alone in being unable to make friends with nursing students outside of the 
classroom. If she and her peers ever did talk outside the classroom, it was solely about academics 
and remained superficial.  
 Bella had made one friend in nursing with a relationship that extends beyond classroom 
interactions. She explained how the BSN program has nursing cliques, and students tend to stick 
within their groups. These cliques leave a lot of people without any group of nursing friends. 
Bella recalled,  
I think it was just outside the classroom that was kind of weird or just not there because 




that’s because— I think even the nursing school has cliques. And so, after the first couple 
of weeks, there was little cliques and groups of people. And I’m like, “Wow, I did not 
make a group of people? I’ve made like one friend.” …Even now, I don’t have a group of 
nursing friends. I just have people I can talk to and say “hi” if I see them. But it hasn’t 
gotten to the point where I reach out, or they reach out outside the classroom, unless it’s 
studying or practicing for a competency.  
Now in her second year of the BSN program, Bella has one nursing peer she considers a friend. 
She does not have a group of nursing student friends and feels like everyone else has found a 
group of friends on whom to rely in nursing inside and outside of the classroom. The impact of 
not connecting with nursing peers left many study participants feeling isolated, as if they do not 
belong in the RSU BSN program.  
 Shelly also reported the BSN program as very cliquey. She used to spend time with other 
Asian nursing students, but after a while, she distanced herself from that group. She felt 
“drained” by the drama and the constant interaction of the same students. Shelly explained, 
Social life, for the first year, I definitely noticed that all the Asian students in nursing, 
they’re like together, and all the White students in nursing are, like, together. At first, I 
was…in the Asian group because at first, I felt like it became very cliquey, you know 
what I mean? Especially because in nursing, you have the same class and you’re always 
together, so you would…be together after class, and you would be together during class, 
and you’re just constantly together with each other. And like I said before, why I felt so 
drained was because of that. So, like, I distanced myself away from that because I just 




Shelly expressed feeling emotionally “drained” and exhausted from being with the same group 
of Asian nursing students all the time. She decided it was best for her mental health to remove 
herself from that group and spend most of her time with nonnursing friends. The cliques in the 
nursing program, especially by race, were too much for her emotionally.  
 Because these participants did not have nursing program peers, they did not share their 
struggles. They ended up feeling very alone and isolated in the BSN program. Bella said, 
But the fact that freshmen year, people were not vulnerable and [would] say to people, be 
like, “Yeah, I’m struggling,” type of thing. Maybe we were all feeling it, but the fact that 
people weren’t opening that up, and the fact that I was feeling it and I saw people [being] 
more confident about concepts, and they were able to retain information after the first 
lecture. …Those moments, I was like, yeah, I don’t know if I belong here. 
As Bella explained, not being vulnerable with other students of color and not having a 
community where she could openly share her struggles reinforced the feelings of isolation in the 
BSN program. Feeling alone negatively impacted the sense of belonging of students of color in 
the BSN program because they felt like they were the only ones struggling.  
Lack of Validation of Intersecting Identities  
Many of the students reported finding no spaces on campus where both identities of being 
a nursing student and a student of color were validated. The lack of counterspaces for nursing 
women of color made them continue to question themselves and their ability to persist in the 
BSN program. Many of the participants shared a fear of not being able to graduate from the BSN 
program and become a nurse. Bella recalled, 
I think just the fact that I was the only person of color. I was like, “How do I fit in? or 




understand something, I would always say, “Am I smart enough to be here? Can I 
actually finish this?” Yeah, I think the main piece was just me being a person of color and 
physically not fitting in due to the color of my skin. Just that, and the fact that when I 
didn’t understand something, I felt like I might not be as intelligent as some of the girls 
here. …Those moments made me feel insecure, and I was like, “Do I actually belong 
here? Am I actually capable of becoming a nurse if I can’t understand this simple concept 
that most people seem to get?” So those moments, I was like, “Do I even belong here?” 
The lack of support from a counterspace led many participants to question their academic 
abilities in the BSN program. Without support and with an ongoing internal dialogue questioning 
their academic abilities, many participants lacked a sense of belonging in the BSN program. 
 Maya wondered if the students of color in nursing were only useful for statistical 
purposes, to increase the percentages of the diverse student population at the BSN program. 
Maya said she feels like just a number being a student of color in the BSN program:  
I don’t feel like I’m a valued member. I just don’t feel like [it]. As of right now, I feel 
like in nursing, people of color, the students of color in the nursing school, are 
appreciated because we add diversity, not because like we’re seeking to be nurses and, 
like, may be like the first in our family to do so. Like, I don’t feel recognized for that; I 
just feel recognized because we’re almost like a number. …But I would say, as of now, 
like I kind of just feel like a statistic, like just like a number.  
Maya’s frustration of being just a number created a belief that she was not a valued member of 
the BSN program. This feeling contributed to the lack of a sense of belonging that she feels in 




The following chapter is a synthesis and analysis of the findings presented in the previous 
two chapters. The discussion of the findings appears in two sections: (a) the summary of the 
findings from the participants of the NLLC and (b) a comparative summary of the similarities 
and differences of the NLLC participants and the non-NLLC participants. Chapter 6 also 




CHAPTER 6: ANALYSIS, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS 
Introduction 
The previous two chapters presented the findings of the social and academic experiences 
of women of color during their first year of the baccalaureate nursing degree (BSN) program at 
River Stone University (RSU). This final chapter will synthesize the findings from the survey, 
journal entries, individual interviews, and focus groups presented in the previous two chapters. 
The discussion of the findings is divided into two sections: (a) the summary of the findings from 
the participants of the Nursing Living and Learning Community (NLLC), and (b) a comparative 
summary of the similarities and differences of the NLLC participants and the non-NLLC 
participants. These findings are separated in this format to address the two research questions 
that guide this research study: 
• How does a nursing living and learning community impact the sense of belonging for 
first-year women of color who attend a BSN program within a predominantly White 
institution (PWI)?  
• How different is the sense of belonging of women of color who participated in the 
nursing-focused LLC compared to the first-year BSN women of color who did not 
participate in the nursing-focused LLC? 
Following the analysis of the results of these two research questions, implications for 
practice are presented. Then, recommendations for further research are discussed, with 
concluding remarks.  
Analysis and Discussion of the Nursing Living and Learning Community Findings 
The following section will address the first research question. The data used for this 




interviews, and the focus group data. Using a Critical Race Theory (CRT) framework, the data 
are divided accordingly: (a) Sense of Belonging and NLLC; (b) Racism at RSU; (c) BSN 
Program Climate; (d) Resiliency of Women of color; and (e) Internalized Racism.  
Figure 6.1 









Note. The diagram is a description of the analysis from the NLLC participant data. The racism 
experienced at RSU and the BSN program climate led to the need to be resilient and fostered 
internalized racism among the participants. However, the NLLC was a buffer that positively 
impacted the sense of belonging for the NLLC participants at the RSU BSN program. 
Sense of Belonging and the NLLC  
The data analysis suggests that the six participants in the NLLC felt a sense of belonging 
to the RSU BSN program. Based on the survey results, in answer to the statement, I feel a sense 
of belonging at the RSU BSN program, all the respondents found that to be ‘completely true’ or 
‘mostly true’. The journal entries, individual interviews, and the focus group data all 
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BSN program and attributed that feeling to the community from the NLLC. The most robust 
findings from the interviews and focus group data were that the NLLC accomplished three 
things: (a) it validated their intersecting racial and ethnic identity and their nursing student 
identity; (b) it created a strong peer support network among the NLLC participants; and (c) it 
fostered a feeling that they mattered to the RSU BSN faculty and administrators. 
 The NLLC acted as a counterspace within the RSU BSN program that fostered a safe 
environment where they could be themselves and share their struggles without fear of being 
judged or disregarded. Solórzano et al. (2000) define counterspaces as “sites where deficit 
notions of people of color can be challenged and where a positive collegiate racial climate can be 
established and maintained” (p. 70). Similar to findings from previous research (Ong et al., 
2018), the NLLC was used by the women of color as a counterspace that provided a safe space 
and refuge from the hostile racial climate at RSU and the competitive climate of the BSN 
program. How racial hostility and competition affect women students of color is discussed 
below.  
 The NLLC seminar course was a counterspace that allowed the NLLC women to talk 
about racism and their racialized experiences at the BSN program. Allowing the women of color 
to reflect, process, and discuss their racialized experiences at the BSN program fostered a greater 
sense of belonging at the BSN program. The women had space and a refuge from the PWI that 
they experienced as hostile, to openly discuss the challenges of being a student of color at the 
BSN program. This allowed the women to build trust and camaraderie, even though they had 
different ethnic and racial identities and backgrounds. The support from fellow women of color 
provided a sense that they shared similar experiences at RSU and the BSN program; this allowed 




shared experience of women of color at the BSN program fostered a sense of trust among the 
NLLC participants, which created a space for authenticity and genuine academic, social, and 
emotional support of one another.  
 The women of color also talked about the importance of their peers in providing both 
social and academic support. The women relied on each other to sit together in class, eat meals 
together, remind each other of assignments, ask questions about class content, and study 
together. The importance of peers as a support system has been crucial for the persistence of 
students of color in STEM degree programs (Fries-Britt et al., 2010; Palmer et al., 2011). A form 
of social capital, this academic and social peer support has been referred to as “campus capital” 
by researchers (Rowan-Kenyon et al., 2018). The academic and social support from students of 
similar racial and ethnic backgrounds in these STEM majors has also been found in the literature 
(Grandy, 1998). Peer support is essential for students of color to persist within STEM majors 
(Espinosa, 2011; Fries-Britt et al., 2010; Grandy, 1998; Hurtado et al., 2010; Palmer et al., 2011). 
The relationships that STEM students of color build with peers can be a positive support network 
to overcome the challenges and barriers faced in their major. The women of color in this NLLC 
were able to foster these authentic and intimate relationships with each other, creating a strong 
sense of belonging within the BSN program.  
 Supportive relationships with nursing peers was also essential in creating a strong sense 
of belonging within the BSN program. There were two components to feeling like they belonged 
with their nursing peers: (a) academic relationships outside of the classroom and (b) social 
relationships. First, many of these students relied on each other to study for their exams, work on 
laboratory reports, and discuss coursework. They also frequently asked each other questions 




anatomy and physiology (A&P) exams and frequently shared information. They also shared 
sitting together for all of their courses. This academic support among the nursing peers was very 
important in creating a sense of belonging in the BSN program.  
 Second, the NLLC participants also relied on each other for social support and 
interactions outside of the classroom. They had meals together, went to social activities together, 
and socialized outside of the classroom setting. Many of the women mentioned watching movies 
together, going out to eat at a restaurant, and having late-night talks in their residence hall. These 
social relationships with nursing students, where the relationships went beyond an academic 
context, were important for them to feel valued by and connected to the BSN program. The 
NLLC participants had social and academic relationships with nursing peers which fostered a 
greater sense of belonging to the BSN program.  
These findings are in line with others in the literature. Hurtado and Carter (1997) found 
that students who frequently spoke with faculty outside of the classroom had a stronger sense of 
belonging. They also found the importance of informal relationships with faculty for a greater 
sense of belonging for Latinx students. The participants emphasized the importance of having a 
relationship with the Associate Dean of the BSN program. The NLLC allowed the participants to 
foster a personal relationship with the Associate Dean outside of the classroom context. The 
women of color expressed the validation that they felt in the BSN program and feeling of 
belonging when the Associate Dean knew them personally. The women shared that they felt 
comfortable asking the Associate Dean for help when needed. They felt like they had people in 
the BSN program with whom they felt comfortable asking for support. This finding is supported 




and their positive impact on persistence (Camacho & Lord, 2011; Fries-Britt et al., 2010; Russell 
& Atwater, 2005).    
A sense of belonging with BSN administrators and faculty was essential for the sense of 
belonging to the BSN program for the women of color. In particular, the relationship with the 
BSN academic dean was essential for fostering a feeling that they were valued and member of 
the BSN program community. This relationship with the BSN academic dean was key since this 
administrator held a lot of power within the BSN program, and proximity to her gave the 
students capital within the BSN program. Not only was she a mentor, but she was also someone 
who provided access to BSN and RSU faculty. Forming a close relationship with her contributed 
to a greater sense of belonging to the BSN program since the academic dean has institutional 
power and the ability to connect these nursing women of color to social capital.  
Racism at RSU  
Academic and social spaces were described as places where participants experienced 
racial microaggressions, which led to the feeling of being “othered.” Although the NLLC 
participants did not specifically describe the climate as hostile or racist, the women of color 
shared many experiences and instances that suggested the RSU climate was racist. According to 
CRT, racism is a permanent feature of social structures. Racism is endemic and a permanent part 
of all structures and institutions in the US, including higher education, that privileges Whites 
over people of color (Hiraldo, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). 
Racism appears to be a feature of the RSU BSN program, given the experiences described by the 
women of color in this research study.  
The women of color shared many occurrences where they experienced racial 




many of the NLLC participants shared experiences of microaggressions perpetrated by their 
White nursing student peers. Their experience paralleles that of women of color in many social 
and academic settings. As Ong et al. (2018) has shown, these can have devastating effects on 
students of color. Even though this research study focused on the sense of belonging, there was 
clear evidence suggesting that the RSU climate was hostile to women of color. It was especially 
true in terms of the interpersonal racism perpetrated by their White peers at RSU and the BSN 
program. Recognizing that racism is endemic within the structures and systems of the university 
and the BSN program at large is critical to understanding the hostile racial climate that these 
women of color experienced.  
Many researchers have investigated and researched racial climates at PWI’s (Harper & 
Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, 1992; Solorzano et al., 2000). Harper and Hurtado (2007) conducted a 
qualitative study on racial campus climates and presented nine themes that emerged from the 
data. Harper and Hurtado found that there is racial segregation of students on campus, that staff 
and students rarely talked about race, and that the whiteness of campus is pervasive. Hurtado 
(1992) found that institutions that are perceived to be not student-centered have greater racial 
tension. The students feel that some students are more privileged than others. The women of 
color in this research study mentioned that there are limited faculty and staff of color at RSU’s 
BSN program, the BSN curriculum did not represent their lived experiences, and the campus is 
racially segregated. All these factors contributed to a perception that the campus was not 
welcoming to students of color.  
Even though the participants perceived the RSU’s racial campus climate as hostile, the 
participants still maintained a strong sense of belonging. This contradicts the literature that finds 




& Carter, 1997; Johnson et al., 2007). As we shall see, when compared to those not participating 
in the peer support program, the NLLC seems to have mitigated the negative impact of a hostile 
racial campus climate to create the sense of belonging for these women of color at this PWI. The 
counterspace that the NLLC fostered enabled the women of color to create a safe space where 
they were accepted and validated as women of color and future nurses of color (Ong et al., 
2018). The NLLC provided four important effects: (a) they were accepted and validated as 
women of color and future nurses of color, (b) the women socialized together, (c) they supported 
each other academically, and (d) they availed themselves of access to the associate dean which 
gave them some social capital. The NLLC is far from being a residential program built out of 
convenience, it is a political structure meant to empower students of color.  
BSN Program Climate  
The BSN Program was described as competitive and unwelcoming by the women of 
color both in and out of the NLLC who participated in this research study. The most notable 
finding from the participants was the complex structure and pedagogy of the anatomy and 
physiology (A&P) course. The A&P course is a year-long required course during the first year of 
the BSN program and is foundational for the nursing content of the following years. All 
participants shared stories about the difficulty of the course, the overwhelming amount of 
content, and the challenges of a large lecture format. The participants described how they 
struggled to pay attention, noting that the professor spoke quickly, did not build individual 
relationships with students, and did not foster active student participation. In addition, because 
the lecture format was not interactive, participants struggled to engage with and learn the course 
content. Finally, difficulty in mastering the A&P content caused the participants much emotional 




The pedagogy of the A&P course is especially problematic. Research shows that lectures 
with minimal student participation are ineffective for teaching introductory science courses 
(Lorenzo et al., 2006; Mazur, 1997). Furthermore, the traditional lecture format is particularly 
problematic for women and students of color in STEM (Eddy & Hogan, 2014; Freeman et al., 
2014; Preszler, 2009). The description of the A&P course as a large lecture with minimal faculty 
interaction and no student engagement inhibits the learning of the women of color in the BSN 
program. This finding is confirmed by Lorenzo and colleagues (2006), who show that science 
courses with higher interactive engagement reduced the gender gap in these courses. Preszler 
(2009) found that peer-facilitated workshops for introductory biology courses improved student 
performance and retention for women and students of color. The A&P course taught at the BSN 
program uses a very traditional and antiquated pedagogy of lecturing to students rather than 
engaging them in active learning, which does not support women or students of color in learning 
the science content (Eddy & Hogan, 2014; Freeman et al., 2014; Lorenzo et al., 2006; Preszler, 
2009). Thus, the pedagogy and structure of A&P are problematic for nursing women of color.  
The participants also shared that the A&P course negatively impacted their academic 
confidence and challenged their aspirations to become nurses. Participants perceived the A&P 
course as the BSN’s “weed out” course. The research literature shows that the competitive nature 
and “weeding out” of students in highly selective schools negatively affects students of color 
persistence (Bonous-Hammarth, 2000; Chang et al., 2008). Bonous-Hammarth (2000) and Chang 
and colleagues (2008) explain this phenomenon using Claude Steele’s (1992, 1997) concept of 
“stereotype threat.” Steele (1997) posits that the reduced academic performance of students of 
color can be explained (in part) by the anxiety experienced that develops from the fear that 




(Steele, 1997). In the BSN program, the women of color confirm this experience and point to the 
A&P class as the academic experience that leads them to question their academic and intellectual 
abilities. 
Resiliency  
In this study, all women of color spoke about the importance of learning proper study 
skills to do well academically in the BSN program, especially in the A&P course during their 
first year. The women seem to have been highly resilient and persistent in acquiring study skills 
to pass the A&P course requirements to get to the second year of the program. Since the students 
had to prove themselves, they spent extra time studying and finding effective study strategies for 
the science courses. This finding is consistent with the research literature that finds that women 
of color feel that they must “prove themselves” academically to their White peers and faculty 
(Fries-Britt et al., 2010). As a survival mechanism for the women of color in this study, such 
resilience is necessary to be successful within a racist structure. In this study, a lack of adequate 
teaching pedagogy, stereotype threat, and an uncomfortable classroom environment create 
barriers for women of color to succeed academically. By extension, these barriers diminish the 
quality of their BSN experience.  
Despite these barriers, their resilience is admirable. The BSN program puts the burden on 
women of color to improve their study skills and develop these study methods independently. 
The university and the BSN program do not take responsibility for dismantling structures that 
create such inequities in the classroom. Instead, the university and the BSN program put the onus 
on the individual students to figure out how to survive. The assumptions of the BSN faculty on 




course oblige the women to be resilient and search for ways to cope effectively in a racist 
academic environment.  
Internalized Racism  
Not all of the participants in the NLLC were critically conscious of the racist structures 
and systems at play at RSU and the BSN program. When participants shared experiences with 
racism and microaggressions, they repeatedly questioned how racism was connected to their 
academic struggles but minimized that idea. As a result, many blamed themselves for not 
performing well academically, struggling to make friends among their White peers, and feeling 
uncomfortable in the classroom or the science laboratory classes. They blamed themselves for 
not going to the “best high schools” or having parents who went to college. They saw themselves 
as academically inferior to their White peers and blamed themselves for this. Echoing Steele 
(1997), Williams and Williams-Morris (2000) describe it this way, “internalized racism refers to 
the acceptance, by marginalized racial populations, of the negative societal beliefs and 
stereotypes about themselves” (p. 255). The women of color blamed themselves for not creating 
stronger relationships with their White peers and feeling academically inferior to their White 
BSN classmates. The internalized racism experienced by the women of color in this research 
study was reinforced by the stressful and unwelcoming climate at the BSN program.  
Even though all the participants reported experiences of a hostile racial climate and a 
challenging BSN program atmosphere, they talked about the NLLC as a community that fostered 
a strong sense of belonging. The data from respondents’ interviews indicates that the NLLC 
mitigated the intensity of the hostile RSU and BSN racial climates and provided a safe 




counterspaces and having women of color peers are an essential part of thriving in the RSU BSN 
program. 
Comparative Analysis of NLLC and Non-NLLC Findings 
The following section will address the second research question: How different is the 
sense of belonging of women of color who participated in the nursing-focused LLC compared to 
the first-year BSN women of color who did not participate in the nursing-focused LLC? The data 
used for this analysis were from the NLLC and non-NLLC participants’ survey results, journal 
entries, individual interviews, and focus groups. The findings are divided into two parts: (a) 
Similarities of Experiences and (b) Differences in Experiences. The findings from the nursing 
women of color who participated in the NLLC and the nursing women of color who did not 
participate in the NLLC did not vary greatly. Still, there were noticeable differences in their 
sense of belonging. Below is a diagram of the similarities and differences of the experiences for 
the women of color who participated in the NLLC and the women of color who did not 














Diagram of the Comparative Analysis of NLLC and Non-NLLC Participants  











Note. This Venn diagram demonstrates the differences and similarities of experiences during the 
first year of the BSN program for the women of color who participated in the NLLC to the 
women of color who did not participate in the NLLC.  
Similarities of Experiences  
The women of color of both groups, NLLC participants and non-NLLC participants, had 
many experiential similarities at RSU and the BSN program. Both groups emphasized they were 
in a hostile racial climate; they shared stories of racial microaggressions and hostility due to 
racism on campus. They also shared concerns about the competitive nature of the BSN program 
and the impact of the pedagogical barriers of the A&P course on their learning and academic 
self-esteem. Additionally, both groups discussed the resilience necessary to survive the first year 
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in the BSN program and the persistence needed to find the proper study skills to do well in the 
A&P course. Lastly, the women shared the internalized racism they felt due to the BSN 
program’s hostile racial climate and competitive culture.  
Differences in Experiences  
Even though both groups described a hostile racial climate at RSU, the intensity of the 
racism experienced was more severe for the women of color who did not participate in the 
NLLC. The women of color who did not participate in the NLLC shared racially hostile incidents 
that were more severe than microaggressions. Some women shared experiences of outright 
racism from their White peers, which caused many of the women of color to feel isolated in the 
BSN program. Many shared struggles with their mental health due to the racial hostility 
experienced at RSU and the BSN program. It appears that these racist acts could be characterized 
not as microaggressions but rather as “racialized assaults” (Minikel-Lacocque, 2012). 
In addition, many of the women who did not participate in the NLLC did not form close 
and intimate relationships with other women of color enrolled in the BSN program. For these 
women of color, the lack of peer support within the classroom and campus life led to feelings of 
isolation. Many of them indicated that they felt like they were the only ones struggling 
academically and socially because they did not have others to share their emotions and mental 
health issues with. As a result, the women of color who were outside the NLLC kept their 
thoughts and emotions to themselves, which isolated them from their BSN peers.  
Furthermore, the non-NLLC women of color lacked counterspaces at RSU that are meant 
to support, reinforce, and validate their racial and ethnic identities on campus (Givens, 2016). 
Many of these women of color spoke about being unable to join the dance groups or cultural 




the BSN program is so academically demanding and time-consuming, they expressed an inability 
to partake in these counterspaces that were meant for them. Since they were not participating in 
these dance or cultural groups, they felt excluded and outcasted from the social network and 
peers of a similar race and ethnicity. Not being able to participate in these counterspaces isolated 
them further from not only the BSN program but from the RSU student of color communities. 
The hostile racial climate negatively impacted the sense of belonging for the women of 
color in the BSN program who did not participate in the NLLC. Prior research supports this 
finding that negative social experiences and a hostile racial climate lower the sense of belonging 
of women of color in STEM majors (Espinosa, 2011; Johnson et al., 2011; Ong et al., 2018). In 
addition, the combination of the hostile racial climate, competitive nature of the BSN program, 
and the challenges of the A&P course, led to heightened stress levels. The participants perceived 
that the stress negatively impacted their mental health, alienated them, and caused them to doubt 
their ability to graduate as nurses in four years.  
The most salient difference between the two groups was their sense of belonging to the 
RSU BSN program. According to the survey results, the NLLC participants had a statistically 
significant greater sense of belonging than the women of color who did not participate in the 
NLLC. The individual interviews and focus group data corroborated this survey finding. All of 
the NLLC participants shared that they felt like valued members of the RSU BSN program, and 
they all described the NLLC as a space that fostered a sense of belonging to the BSN program. In 
contrast, many women of color, non-NLLC participants, expressed that they did not feel valued 
at the RSU BSN program and had difficulty recalling moments where they felt a sense of 
belonging at the BSN program. Furthermore, when most non-NLLC participants described 




their second year. They shared not having many moments where they felt a sense of belonging in 
the RSU BSN program during their first year, suggesting that participating in the NLLC made a 
crucial difference.  
The NLLC, as an institutionalized counterspace, mitigated many of the adverse effects of 
a hostile racial climate, competitive BSN program, and problematic pedagogies in the BSN 
curriculum. The NLLC fostered a safe space where the women of color formed authentic and 
vulnerable relationships with their NLLC peers and the. BSN administration. In addition, their 
intersecting identities of being nursing students of color were validated in this space. The NLLC 
fostered a community where participants could share their fears, concerns, and anxieties and 
where they felt encouraged and supported by their peers. The lack of counterspace for the non-
NLLC women of color contributed to feeling isolated and alienated in the BSN program.  
Conclusion 
The analysis of all the data suggests a large difference in the sense of belonging of the 
women of color who participated in the NLLC and the women of color who did not participate in 
the NLLC. Those who participated in the NLLC shared that they felt a sense of belonging to the 
BSN program, and they all referenced the NLLC as the primary source that helped foster that 
sense of belonging. In contrast, almost all of the women of color who did not participate in the 
NLLC shared that they had minimal experiences that fostered a sense of belonging in the BSN 
program. The NLLC created a counterspace for nursing women of color, which seems to have 
mitigated the negative impact of the racism experienced at RSU and the BSN program. The 
NLLC created a greater sense of belonging for women of color and was perceived by 




Even though the NLLC was effective at fostering a greater sense of belonging within the 
BSN program, the counterspace was also seen as a negative by some of the participants. Some 
felt that they were limited by the experience. The comfort of being with other nursing students of 
color made them “too comfortable,” they reported, and they did not feel the need to make 
friendships with White nursing students. They had a strong sense of belonging but still felt 
isolated from the White nursing students. There is a balance between creating a community that 
isolates the women of color and one that fosters a strong community that creates a refuge from 
the PWI context. Counterspaces may be particularly important on PWI campuses due to the 
hostile racial climate. These climates do not foster inter-racial friendships and racial 
counterspaces can provide a space where students are protected from the harm of the racial 
climate. In communities that are more open and inclusive of students from diverse racial and 
ethnic identities, racial counterspaces may not be as necessary.  
 The NLLC was perceived to foster a greater sense of belonging for nursing women of 
color. It is unclear if the NLLC fostered a greater sense of belonging due to the programming of 
the NLLC or due to the residential life component. The women of the NLLC described their 
residence hall as “coming back home” but when describing experiences and moments that 
fostered a sense of belonging for them in the BSN, they did not mention the experiences within 
the residence hall. For these nursing students of color, the community that the NLLC fostered 
outside of the classroom setting seems to have played a bigger impact on the sense of belonging 
than the residence hall experience. The dinners with faculty, the seminar course, and having all 
of the same classes together may have fostered a greater sense of belonging than living on the 
same residential campus. The supportive components of the NLLC may have played a larger role 




The NLLC at the RSU BSN program appears to be an effective tool for increasing the 
sense of belonging of women of color in the academic year of 2019-2020. However, even though 
the NLLC was effective at fostering a sense of belonging, nursing-focused LLCs should not be 
the only institutional means of increasing the retention rate of women of color. A nursing-
focused LLC for women of color can be one tool to provide institutional counterspaces to 
support BSN women of color. However, policies and practices that promote systemic Whiteness 
and marginalize women of color must also be dismantled to provide a more comprehensive 
approach to foster a greater sense of belonging of women of color in BSN programs.  
Critical Race Theory 
 Critical Race Theory (CRT) is the conceptual framework for this research study. Even 
though CRT was not a lens used for the analysis of these data, some findings are worth noting. 
First of all, racism is endemic in the BSN program, as reported by the participants. The 
curriculum and pedagogy in the BSN program normalized Whiteness and the White experience 
while viewing students of color through the lens of a deficit model. In addition, racism was so 
embedded within the BSN program that the students of color internalizes the racism and blamed 
themselves for not fitting in at RSU or the BSN program culture. The participants of the NLLC 
felt a sense of belonging because of the counterspace that the NLLC fostered, but without such a 
space, the climate was even more toxic towards students of color.  
 Due to the racism and racial microaggressions that the women endured at the BSN 
program and RSU at large, the women of color, in particular Black women, experienced “racial 
battle fatigue.” Racial battle fatigue is defined by Smith et al. (2007) as “the result of constant 
physiological, psychological, cultural, and emotional coping with racial microaggressions in 




results from the constant use of energy to cope with persistent racism, where the energy is then 
not spent on other activities. The women of color at the BSN program not only have to spend 
their energy, time, and effort to adapt to the rigors of the BSN program, but they also have to 
spend energy on coping with the racism they experience at RSU and at the BSN program. This 
additional energy impacts their mental health and how they see themselves at the BSN program 
and as nurses.  
 Due to this racial battle fatigue, the women of color in this study describe feeling 
exhausted, defeated, and behind in their academics. Many of them shared that they blamed 
themselves for being behind in their classes, for feeling like they were not doing enough 
studying, for not reaching out to faculty, or for not fostering relationships with their White 
nursing peers. The psychological well-being of the BSN women of color is impacted. As they are 
coping with racism within and outside of the classroom, these women are also expected to adapt 
to the rigorous academic workload. Since they are balancing a lot during their first year at 
college and see their White peers often excelling at adapting to the college social and academic 
life, many of the women of color feel like it is their fault for not adapting.  
The nursing curriculum within the BSN program reinforces White norms and neglects 
narratives from people of color. There is an overrepresentation of Whiteness in the curriculum by 
using only White authors and theorists, nursing concepts created by White nurses, and examples 
of illnesses and medical conditions of White patients. In addition, the nursing profession has 
focused on scientific research and evidence-based practice. Using epistemologies that emphasize 
the scientific method inherently leaves out groups of people who do not fit within the curve. 
“Different social groups, races, cultures, societies, or civilizations evolve different 




civilization; that is, no epistemology is context-free” (Scheuric & Young, 1997, p. 8). This focus 
on scientific research alienates other forms of research and thinking that are not from the White 
culture. Especially in nursing, forms of healing that are outside the White, American culture are 
neglected. This signifies that White ways of knowing, researching, and healing are the only ways 
to be a proper nurse.  
Even with the overemphasis on Whiteness within the nursing curriculum, nursing 
programs accentuate the ideas of graduating “culturally competent” nurses. These buzz words 
are extremely important in the nursing profession and especially in nursing education. How are 
nursing schools evaluating nurses to be culturally competent and who sets these standards of that 
competency? The ideas of cultural competency reinforce concepts of racism and institutional 
oppression without learning about racial or systemic oppression. “Cultural competence to 
nursing students has commonly emphasized cultural or ethnic beliefs, values and practices, rather 
than issues of race, gender, class, or sexual orientation” (Abrums & Leppa, 2001, p.270). Many 
times, cultural competence encourages stereotypes instead of how to think critically about the 
disparities in the health care system. “Under the rubric of ‘cultural diversity,’ nurses are taught 
that health beliefs and self-care practices associated with certain non-White populations need to 
be identified and reconciled within the White, Eurocentric medical model” (Puzan, 2003, p.194). 
Cultural competency can create a greater distance between the White nurses and the patients of 
color. The education of cultural competency should be further investigated to understand how it 
is taught in the classroom.  
 Lastly, students of color are often viewed through a deficit model within the context of 
the BSN program. The students of color feel as if they are viewed less than by the BSN faculty 




knowledge and capital that they have are not valued and deemed as worthless in the context of 
their BSN education. As Yosso (2005) indicates, “cultural capital is not just inherited or 
possessed by middle class but rather it refers to an accumulation of specific forms of knowledge, 
skills, and abilities that are valued by privileged groups in society” (p.76). The social capital that 
students of color have is not reinforced and they are seen as deficient because they do not fit the 
norm of the middle class, White culture. The BSN program faculty members and White peers 
view these students of color as different which created barriers to success in the rigorous BSN 
curriculum. There is no attempt to understand how interactions with students of color or teaching 
style could facilitate so many students of color to struggle academically in the A&P course, but 
just blamed the performance of the students for their lack of studying. 
Limitations 
 There are a few limitations to this research study. One is that the NLLC participants were 
self-selected to participante in the NLLC. All of the nursing students of color were recruited to 
participate in the NLLC during the summer before the first year of the BSN program at RSU. 
The women who chose to be in the NLLC may have been women who were looking to form a 
community on campus. The women who did not opt-in to this experience may be women that 
already did not feel as connected or were more hesitant to reach out to others and ask for help. 
The differences in the student who signs up for an LLC may be a reason for the greater sense of 
belonging. These students may have a greater sense of belonging regardless of the NLLC 
because they are students who would try to form a community once they are on campus  
 Another limitation was that all of the NLLC participants identified either as Asian or 
Latinx. There were no participants who identified as Black or African American, but there were 




experiences of the BSN program and RSU may have been because of the NLLC participation or 
lack of participation, or it may be because of the different racialized experiences of the women. 
The Black and African American women described experiences that were more racially hostile 
and went beyond the microaggressions described by the Asian students. Latina and Black 
students were hyper-aware of their race and felt the need to prove themselves in class. Latina and 
Black students were very conscious of the stereotype of Black and Latinx people not being as 
intelligent or academically capable; Asian students were concerned with showing that they were 
struggling academically due to the pressure from the model minority myth. Black women 
nursing student experiences sounded more like racial assaults while others more like 
microaggressions. 
In addition, there are more Asian students than Black or Latinx students in the BSN 
program and at RSU at large which allowed the Asian students more opportunities to find a 
community with peers of a similar racial background and experience. Due to sheer numbers, 
Asian students had more social support than Latina and Black students. The low numbers of the 
Latinx and Black students at the BSN program and RSU did not allow for many opportunities to 
create a community or feel connected to their peers. Furthermore, there were very few faculty at 
the BSN program who identified as Black or Latinx. This lack of mentors and peers of the same 
race or ethnicity creates a very different experience in the BSN program at RSU. 
Implications for Practice 
 Based on the findings of this research study, there are five implications for practice at the 
structural and institutional levels. First, the RSU BSN program should employ interactive 
pedagogies and academic support services in the anatomy and physiology course required in the 




participation can better engage all learners but seem seem to be vital for women of color at the 
RSU BSN program and seem to have high impact. Furthermore, BSN programs should review 
the pedagogy and structure of the A&P course to ensure that it supports women of color. The 
A&P course acts as a “weeding out” course and needs to be reformatted to better support all 
first-year nursing students. This course is a barrier to the nursing degree and retaining students to 
the second year of nursing school. The first-year courses are critical in the retention and 
graduation of BSN students, and this essential first-year course needs to be more welcoming and 
supportive for all students. The A&P should not be a weeding out course for anyone. Struggling 
students of all backgrounds need support, not the threat of weeding out. Although women of 
color suffer the most, it is unfair to design a critical course to weed out students from the nursing 
profession during the first-year. The A&P course is a barrier to the nursing profession. 
 Nursing-focused living and learning communities could be an effective model to foster a 
greater sense of belonging for women of color in BSN programs. These institutional 
counterspaces that validate the science identity, gender identity, and the racial and ethnic 
identities of women of color appear to be essential to fostering a sense of belonging. Living and 
Learning Communities (LLCs) create safe spaces for women to share their frustrations with the 
university and the nursing major while providing social and emotional support for one another. 
LLCs also foster relationships among nursing students and BSN faculty outside of the classroom 
context. In addition, the intimacy of meeting outside of the classroom context with BSN peers 
and faculty cultivates more profound relationships, leading to a greater sense of belonging to the 
BSN program.  
 Even though LLCs are important, the participants of the NLLC did not mention the 




that creating learning communities, regardless of whether they have a housing or a residential 
life component, is the most important part of the NLLC for these nursing-student women of 
color. Creating learning communities where the women enroll in the same academic courses, 
meet in a seminar with a faculty member where they discuss issues of racism, racial identity 
development and nursing student identities, and have dinners with administrators and faculty 
members are three components of a learning community that can foster a strong sense of 
belonging for these women. Creating a counterspace for women of color in nursing, regardless of 
housing, can make a big impact on their sense of belonging. This is especially true since these 
women of color already feel their time available to join other organizations or student groups is 
limited due to the time commitment that the nursing major requires.  
In addition, BSN programs should have an institutionalized group specifically for women 
of color in nursing. This group for women of color can be a space where students can speak 
about the challenges of being students of color in nursing. The same could be true in education 
for other professions: creating an institutionalized group. Of women of color extends beyond the 
nursing professions. Such a group can provide a space where students can be honest and open 
about their struggles in the coursework, without the risk of feeling stereotype threat and losing 
credibility among White peers. In addition, this can be a space where the women of color share 
experiences with racism and build a peer support network, so they do not feel isolated and 
alienated.   
 Also, formalizing structures where women of color in the BSN program are reached out 
to and have access to BSN program administrators, such as an academic dean, is critical for 
women of color. BSN programs should have programming or a structure where BSN faculty and 




worry over the stereotype threat, many women of color are nervous and reluctant to go to office 
hours and reach out for help. BSN programs should create programming that introduces BSN 
faculty and administrators to the women of color outside of the classroom context. For example, 
hosting dinners with BSN faculty and women of color can create a welcoming climate and allow 
the women to speak with faculty regarding subjects outside the coursework. If the women of 
color feel they have an authentic relationship with staff in the BSN program, they will more 
likely reach out for help and feel a greater sense of belonging to the BSN program.   
Recommendations for Further Research 
There are four recommendations for further research proposed here. First, there is a need 
for further longitudinal research that follows the nursing women of color who participated in the 
NLLC. Conducting a longitudinal study on former NLLC participants can help determine the 
long-term impact of participating in an NLLC during the first year of the BSN program. Such a 
study can uncover whether the sense of belonging fostered in the program’s first year continues 
throughout the four years of a BSN program for women of color. In addition, a longitudinal 
investigation can determine whether the greater sense of belonging during their first year of a 
BSN program impacts the professional identity of the nurses of color upon graduation. 
Understanding the long-term impact on a sense of belonging to a BSN program could be 
essential to the effort of graduating more nurses of color and creating a more diverse nursing 
workforce.    
Secondly, further research on nursing-focused LLCs for women of color in BSN 
programs should be conducted. Further investigation of these institutions can shed light on their 
effectiveness in fostering a sense of belonging to BSN programs for women of color. It would be 




and the gender of the participants are critical elements to foster a sense of belonging to a BSN 
program. For example, the NLLC investigated for this research study had five students identified 
as Asian American women and two identified as Latina. Would the results of this research study 
be different if the LLC had more participants or greater racial and ethnic diversity? 
The third recommendation for further research is to investigate the sense of belonging of 
women of color at BSN programs at historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) and 
minority-serving institutions (MSIs). This research study focused on the sense of belonging of 
women of color in a predominantly White institution (PWI). Are the curricular issues and sense 
of belonging for the women of color similarly impacted at an HBCU LLC where a racialized 
minority status is absent? 
A final recommendation for further research is to investigate the current structures, 
policies, and practices at a BSN programs using a critical race theory lens. Understanding how a 
BSN programs uphold racism and perpetuates inequities based on race can help to dismantle 
these structures and hopefully allow more women of color to thrive in BSN programs. Teaching 
and advising policies and practices in BSN programs may perpetuate racism, for example, and 
studying them could be the start of changing them.  
In conclusion, more research is necessary to understand the impacts of racism on women 
of color enrolled in BSN programs. As illustrated in this research study, racism is common to the 
structures of the RSU BSN program, and consequently, also highly likely in many PWI BSN 
educational contexts. As a result, the nursing profession may also function similarly. It is 
important to study racism in BSN programs for reasons beyond trying to make nursing education 
less racist; to the extent that racism in BSN educational institutions then supports racism in the 




increase nurses of color, deconstructing and restructuring systems of racial oppression within 
BSN programs is essential. When BSN programs can recognize and change the systemic and 
structural racism in their education, the racial and ethnic composition of the nursing professional 
will likely improve, be more reflective of patient demographics, and therefore have a positive 
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APPENDIX A. RSU BSN PROGRAM CLIMATE SURVEY 
[RSU BSN Program] Diversity and Inclusion Survey 2016 
1.   The [RSU BSN program] fosters an environment that is inclusive. Please rate your 
response on a continuum from 1 (totally agree) to 10 (totally disagree). 
2.   The [RSU BSN program] fosters an environment that is diverse. Please rate your 
response on a continuum from 1 (totally agree) to 10 (totally disagree). 
3.   I have a strong understanding of what social justice means. Please rate your response on a 
continuum from 1 (completely understand) to 10 (do not understand at all). 
4.   My experience so far as a student in the [RSU BSN program] has increased my 
commitment towards social justice. Please rate your response on a continuum from 1 
(totally agree) to 10 (totally disagree). 
5.   At the [RSU BSN program], I feel comfortable around people whose background is 
different from my own. Please rate your response on a continuum from 1 (totally agree) 
to 10 (totally disagree). 
6.   I feel my unique experiences, thoughts, and perspectives are respected at the [RSU BSN 
program]. Please rate your response on a continuum from 1 (totally agree) to 10 (totally 
disagree). 
7.   The faculty, staff, and students make me feel like I belong at the [RSU BSN program]. 
Please rate your response on a continuum from 1 (totally agree) to 10 (totally disagree). 
8.   The faculty members I have had, in the classroom setting, do a good job of teaching me 
about culturally appropriate nursing care.  Please rate your response on a continuum from 
1 (totally agree) to 10 (totally disagree). 
9.   The clinical instructors I have had do a good job of teaching me about culturally 
appropriate nursing care.  Please rate your response on a continuum from 1 (totally agree) 
to 10 (totally disagree). If you have not started clinicals, please select N/A. 
10.   My clinical placements thus far have exposed me to a diverse patient population. Please 
rate your response on a continuum from 1 (totally agree) to 10 (totally disagree). If you 
have not started clinicals, please select N/A. 
11.   Cultural humility/ culturally sensitive care is well integrated across all my courses thus 
far. Please rate your response on a continuum from 1 (totally agree) to 10 (totally 
disagree). 
12.   I learn a lot about diversity and cultural humility/sensitivity from my peers in the [RSU 
BSN program]. Please rate your response on a continuum from 1 (totally agree) to 10 
(totally disagree). 
13.  How concerned are you about issues of racism within the [RSU BSN program]. Please 
rate your response on a continuum from 1 (It is not a concern here) to 10 (I have a lot of 
concerns about it here). 
14.   Over the past month, how many times have you experienced “micro-aggressions” related 
to racial, ethnic, gender, or other stereotypes? *Micro-aggressions can be defined as, 
“brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or environmental indignities, whether 
intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative slights and 
insults” (Sue et al., 2007). 




a. American Indian or Alaskan Native 
b. Asian 
c. Black or African American 
d. Hispanic or Latino 
e. White 






f. Master’s Entry 
g. PhD 
17.   Are you formally matriculated in the [RSU BSN program]? 
a. Yes 
b. No 
18.  OPTIONAL: Please share suggestions or solutions for addressing any concerns you may 
have as it relates fostering a diverse and inclusive environment at the [RSU BSN 
program]. Please write “N/A” if you do not wish to share anything. 
19.   OPTIONAL: Are there things you think we are doing well and should do more of to 
foster a diverse and inclusive environment at the [RSU BSN program]? Please write 




APPENDIX B. JOURNAL ASSIGNMENTS 
First-Year Nursing Course Mid-Semester Reflection Journal Assignment 
Write a 1-2 pages paper with your reflections on each of the questions. 
• How has the transition been from high school to college?  
• Now that you have been at [RSU] for 2 months, what have been the most challenging 
parts of adjusting to life at [RSU]? What have been the easiest adjustments for you? 
• What has been weighing heavy on your mind? 
• What has brought you joy? 
 
First-Year Nursing Seminar Course End of Semester Reflection Journal Assignment 
Write a 1-2 pages paper with your reflections on each of the questions. 
• Looking back at the semester, what have been some key experiences?  
• What people, groups, or experiences have made the biggest impact in your life this 
semester? Have they been positive or negative?  




APPENDIX C. SURVEY PROTOCOL 
Personal Information 
 
1. Are you a current student at the [RSU BSN program]? 
• Yes 
• No 
2. Are you a current first-year student? 
• Yes 
• No 
3. Do you identify as transgender? 
• Yes 
• No 
4. What is your current gender identity? 
• Man/Trans Man 
• Woman/Trans Woman 
• Non-binary 
• Genderqueer/Gender non-conforming 
• Not listed above 
5. Are you: (Please select all that apply) 
• White/Caucasian  
• African American/Black 
• American Indian/Alaska Native 
• East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Taiwanese) 
• Filipina/o/x 
• Southeast Asian (e.g., Cambodian, Vietnamese, Hmong) 
• South Asian (e.g., Indian, Pakistani, Nepalese, Sri Lankan) 
• Other Asian 
• Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 
• Mexican American/Chicana/o/x 
• Puerto Rican 
• Central American 
• South American 
• Other Hispanic or Latina/o/x 
• Other 











• Not listed above 
7.  Are you an international student? 
• Yes 
• No 
8.  Are you a first-generation college student (i.e. the first in your family to attend college)? 
• Yes 
• No 
9.  Are you [an under-resourced student]? 
• Yes 
• No 
10. Did you live on-campus during the 2019-2020 academic year? 
• Yes 
• No 
11. If you answered yes to #8, where on-campus did you live during the 2019-2020 academic 
year?  
12.  Do you participate in a Living and Learning Community (LLC) on-campus?  
• Yes 
• No 
13.  If you answered yes to #9, please check which LLC: 
14. Are you involved with any clubs, organizations, or academic programs on-campus? If yes, 
please list. 
 
Residence Hall Climate 
 
(1) Completely True; (2) Mostly True; (3) Equally True and Untrue; (4) Mostly Untrue;  
(5) Completely Untrue 
 
15.  The residence hall appreciates different races and ethnicities. 
16.  The residence hall climate appreciates different religions. 
17.  We help and support one another in this residence hall.  
18.  I would recommend this residence hall. 
19.  The residence hall is an intellectually stimulating environment.  
20.  Different students interact with each other in this residence hall. 




(1) Completely True; (2) Mostly True; (3) Equally True and Untrue; (4) Mostly Untrue;  
(5) Completely Untrue 
 
22.  Speaking in class is easy because I feel comfortable. 
23.  I feel comfortable volunteering ideas or opinions in class. 
24.  I feel comfortable asking a question in class. 




26.  It is difficult to meet other students in class. 
27.  I know very few people in my classes. 
28.  I rarely talk to other students in my classes. 
29.  No one in my classes knows anything personal about me.  
30.  I have discussed personal matters with students who I met in class. 
31.  I invite people I know from class to do things socially. 
32.  I have developed personal relationships with other students in class. 
33.  I discuss events which happen outside of class with my classmates. 
34.  If I miss class, I know students who I could get the notes from.  
35.  Other students are helpful in reminding me when assignments are due or when tests are 
approaching.  
36.  I could text another student from class if I had a question about an assignment.  




(1) Completely True; (2) Mostly True; (3) Equally True and Untrue; (4) Mostly Untrue;  
(5) Completely Untrue 
 
38.  I feel that a faculty member would take the time to talk to me if I needed help. 
39.  I feel that a faculty member would be sensitive to my difficulties if I shared them. 
40.  I feel that a faculty member would be sympathetic if I was upset.  
41.  I feel that a faculty member really tried to understand my problem when I talked about it. 
42.  I feel comfortable asking a teacher for help if I do not understand course-related material. 
43.  I feel comfortable seeking help from a teacher before or after class. 
44.  If I had a reason, I would feel comfortable seeking help from a faculty member outside of 
class time (i.e., during office hours, etc.). 
45.  I feel comfortable asking a teacher for help with a personal problem. 
46.  I feel comfortable socializing with a faculty member outside of class. 




(1) Completely True; (2) Mostly True; (3) Equally True and Untrue; (4) Mostly Untrue;  
(5) Completely Untrue 
 
48.  There is a lot of racial conflict here. 
49.  Students of different racial/ethnic origins communicate well with one another. 
50.  There is little trust between students of color and campus administrators.  
51.  Professors respect students of color.  
52.  There is a campus commitment to the success of students of color.  
 
Sense of Belonging 
 




(5) Completely Untrue 
 
53.  I feel a sense of belonging at [RSU]. 
54.  I feel a sense of belonging at the [RSU BSN program]. 
55.  I feel that I am a member of the [RSU] community. 
56.  I feel that I am a member of the [RSU BSN program] community. 
57.  The [RSU BSN program] is supportive of me. 
58.  I feel comfortable on campus. 










APPENDIX D. INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
 
BOSTON COLLEGE 
Department of Education Leadership and Higher Education 
Informed Consent to be in study: 
Living and Learning Community for First-Year Women of Color in a PWI BSN Program 
 
Researcher Name: 
Julianna A. Gonzalez-McLean 
 
Study Consent Form 
 
Invitation to be Part of a Research Study 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study about the sense of belonging of women of color 
in a baccalaureate nursing program. You were selected to be in the study because you are a [RSU 
BSN Program] class of 2023 student that identifies as a woman of color. You must be 18 years 
old to participate in this research study. Taking part in this research project is voluntary.  
 
What is the study about and why are we doing it? 
 
The purpose of the study is to investigate the sense of belonging of nursing women of color in a 
predominately White institution. Also, to understand if and how a nursing living and learning 
community for women of color impacts the sense of belonging. The total number of people in 
this study is expected to be 12-20 participants.  
 
 
What will happen if you take part in this study? 
 
If you agree to participate in this study we ask that you will: 
• Participate in one individual interview that will last no longer than 60 minutes with the 
researcher of this project about your student experience and transition to [RSU] and the 
[RSU BSN Program]. The interview will take place via Zoom between February, March, 
and April 2021. The interview will be recorded, and stored in a password-protected file 
under a pseudonym of your choice.  
 
• Participate in one focus group no longer than 90 minutes with the researcher of this 
project and other [RSU BSN] class of 2023 women of color. The focus group will take 
place via Zoom in March or April 2021. The focus group will be recorded, and stored in a 
password-protected file under a pseudonym of your choice. The focus group will ask you 






How could you benefit from this study? 
 
You might benefit from being in this study because you will reflect on your first-year experience 
at [RSU BSN Program]. Others might benefit from you being in this study because this 
information may be helpful for the facilitation of interventions that can better support students of 
color facing these difficulties in the nursing program. The results of this research may be 
presented at meetings or in published articles. 
 
 
What risks might result from being in this study? 
 
This study may include risks that are unknown at this time. There may be possible psychological 
risk when discussing the transition to college and the first-year experience if a student is 
recalling a traumatic experience they faced. If a participant becomes upset, or uncomfortable 
during this study, the participant will be given the option to end their participation at any time. 
Additionally, a list of campus resources will be provided to the participant for her to utilize. 
These resources include, but are not limited to University Counseling Services, the Dean of 
Students Office, and [RSU] Police. 
 
Anonymity cannot be guaranteed during the focus group portion of this study, but every 
attempt will be made to maintain confidentiality of individual’s responses. 
 
 
How will we protect your information? 
 
The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report we may publish, we will not 
include any information that will make it possible to identify you. All electronic information will 
be coded and secured using a password-protected file.  
 
Your name will not be used in any report that is published. Any reference to your identity 
will be through a pseudonym. We will separately maintain a record that links each participant’s 
coded identifier to her actual name, but this separate record will not include research data. 
 
Zoom video and audio recordings will be stored in a password-protected file that is only 
accessible by the researcher. These recordings will be deleted as soon as the research study is 
concluded. 
 
The Institutional Review Board at Boston College and internal Boston College auditors may 
review the research records. State or federal laws or court orders may also require that 
information from your research study records be released. Otherwise, the researchers will not 




we are legally required to do so.  
 
 
What will happen to the information we collect about you after the study is over? 
 
I/We will keep your research data to use for future research. Your name and other information 
that can directly identify you will be deleted from the research data collected as part of the 
project.  
  
I/We may share your research data with other investigators without asking for your consent 
again, but it will not contain information that could directly identify you.  
 
How will we compensate you for being part of the study?  
 
You will be entered in a raffle for two $100 Amazon gift cards.  
 
What are the costs to you to be part of the study? 
 
There is no cost to you to be in this research study, other than the time that has been stated in the 
outline of this project. You will not be required to contribute any monetary funds, or other costs 
that have not been described in this consent form. 
 
Your Participation in this Study is Voluntary  
 
It is totally up to you to decide to be in this research study. Participating in this study is 
voluntary. Even if you decide to be part of the study now, you may change your mind and stop at 
any time. You do not have to answer any questions you do not want to answer. If you decide to 
withdraw before this study is completed, your recordings will be deleted.  
 
If you choose not to be in this study, it will not affect your current or future relations with [RSU] 
or the [RSU BSN Program]. 
 
Getting Dismissed from the Study  
 
The researcher may dismiss you from the study at any time for the following reasons: (1) it is in 
your best interests (e.g. side effects or distress have resulted) or (2) you have failed to comply 
with the study rules. 
 
 
Contact Information for the Study Team and Questions about the Research 
 
If you have questions about this research, you may contact Julianna Gonzalez-McLean at 





Contact Information for Questions about Your Rights as a Research Participant 
 
If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or wish to obtain information, 
ask questions, or discuss any concerns about this study with someone other than the 
researcher(s), please contact the following: 
 
Boston College 
Office for Research Protections 





I have been told that the interviews and focus groups will be recorded only if I agree. 
I have been told that I can state that I don’t want the discussion to be taped and it will not.  
I can ask that the recording be turned off at any time.  
I agree to be recorded. 
 





By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in this study. Make sure you understand what 
the study is about before you sign. I/We will give you a copy of this document for your records. 
I/We will keep a copy with the study records.  If you have any questions about the study after 
you sign this document, you can contact the study team using the information provided above. 
 
I understand what the study is about and my questions so far have been answered. I agree to take 






___ Yes, I would like to take part in this study. 
___ No, I would not like to participate in this study.  
 
_________________________________________________ 
Signature                Date 
 





APPENDIX E. INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
Sense of Belonging and First-Year BSN Students, Women of Color Interview Protocol 
 
Objective: 
• To understand the transition and sense of belonging of first-year undergraduate nursing 
women of color enrolled in a PWI.  
• The goal of this study is to understand the sense of belonging of women of color enrolled 
in a PWI undergraduate nursing program.  
 
Logistics: 
• The researcher will schedule and facilitate the individual interviews with participants 
who self-identify as women of color in the [RSU BSN Program] class of 2023 and who 
have consented to participate in this research study.  
• Interviews will take place between February 2021 and April 2021. Interviews will last 
approximately 60 minutes and will be conducted via Zoom. 
• Interviews will be audio recorded and saved by the date and pseudonym of participant 
(i.e. Gonzalez-McLean_ pseudonym_3.25.21). Recordings will be securely saved on the 
university server until the conclusion of the study, when they will be deleted.  
 
Interview Protocol: 
Questions and prompts for the protocol are based on the literature review.  
 
Interview Agenda: 
• Welcome Introductions  
• Review agenda and purpose of interview 
• Remind student of the consent form they signed as a condition to this study and say:  
o “This interview is voluntary—you do not have to take part if you do not want 
to. If you find any questions uncomfortable, it’s OK not to answer them. You 
can leave the interview at any time. Your privacy has been and will continue 
to be protected. We will not use your real name in any report or published 
research. The interview is kept confidential.” 
• State that the interview will be recorded 
• Interview Questions 
• Wrap up and choosing a pseudonym  
 
BACKGROUND 
Tell me a little bit about yourself: 
 
• Where were you born? Where did you grow up? 
• What brought you to [RSU]? 




• Were you the first in your family to attend college? 
• If yes, how do you think that shaped your experience on campus? 
• Can you describe your first-year college experience for me? 
• What were some enjoyable times that first year? 
• What were some challenges?  
• Can you explain what it was like for you to transition from high school to college?  
• How was it for you academically? 
• How was it for you socially? 
 
ACADEMIC EXPERIENCE 
• What was your experience with your first-year nursing classes? 
• Describe the learning environment of your first-year nursing courses. 
• Were there moments that you felt comfortable or uncomfortable? 
• Describe your relationships with any faculty or TA. 
• Describe your relationship with other [RSU BSN] students both inside and outside of 
class. 
 
RESIDENCE HALL/SOCIAL EXPERIENCE 
Let’s chat now about your social life and experiences at the residence hall during your freshmen 
year at [RSU].  
 
• You mentioned you lived in [X] hall during your freshmen year, how was that 
experience? 
• In what ways was living on-campus enjoyable?  
• Did you experience any challenges living on-campus?  
• Can you describe to me your social life during your freshmen year? 
• Can you describe your group of friends from freshmen year?  
• Did they all study in the nursing school?  
• Did you have White friends? Students of color?   
 
NURSING LIVING & LEARNING PROGRAM (IF PARTICIPATED IN THIS 
NLLC) 
 
You indicated that you participated in the [NLLC]. My next questions will be regarding your 
experience with this program.  
 
• Describe your experience as a participant in the [NLLC] program. 
• In what ways has being a participant in this program influenced or been influenced by 
your experience in the nursing school? 
• Can you give me some examples? 
 
RACIAL IDENTITY AND RACIAL EXPERIENCE 




• How has/have your racial identity/identities shaped and been shaped by your experience 
at [RSU]? [RSU BSN program]?  
• In the residence hall? 
• In your classes? 
• At parties? 
• At clubs that you joined or didn’t join? 
 
COVID-19 & BLACK LIVES MATTER MOVEMENT 
I would like to transition the conversation now to the end of the spring 2020 semester. It is was 
not a traditional semester since we had to close school due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
• How was the transition from studying on-campus at [RSU] to studying online?  
• In what ways was your experience with the [RSU BSN Program] community impacted 
by the transition of studying on-campus to studying online? 
 
In addition to the pandemic, George Floyd and Breonna Taylor were murdered which propelled 
the Black Lives Matter movement.  
 
• How did [RSU]’s response to the deaths of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor and the 
BLM movement impact you?  
• How did [RSU BSN]’s response to the deaths of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor and 
the BLM movement impact you?  
 
SENSE OF BELONGING 
 
This last set of questions is about your sense of belonging within [RSU BSN Program].  
 
• Can you describe any experiences in the [RSU BSN Program] community that has 
cultivated a feeling of belonging for you? 
• Please describe any experiences in [RSU BSN Program] that has cultivated a feeling that 
you do not belong. 
• Do you feel like you are a valued member of the [RSU BSN Program] community? Can 
you please elaborate? 
  
This concludes the formal part of this interview. Is there anything that you would like to share 








APPENDIX F. FOCUS GROUP PROTOCOL 
Sense of Belonging and First-Year BSN Students, Women of Color Focus Group Protocol 
 
Objective: 
• To member check the findings and themes from the journal entries, survey, and 
individual interviews in a group setting with other participants. 
• To validate findings, or to weed out extreme findings proposed by the researcher from an 
analysis of the data. 
 
Logistics: 
• The researcher will be schedule and facilitate two focus groups.  
• The first focus group will be with the participants that were [NLLC participants] during 
the 2019-2020 academic year. The maximum number of participants for this focus group 
is 7 participants.  
• The second focus group will be with participants that were interviewed but were not a 
part of the [NLLC] program. The ideal number of participants for this focus group will be 
7 students.  
• Focus groups will ideally take place during March 2021 or April 2021.  
• Focus groups will last approximately 90 minutes. 
• Focus groups will be conducted via Zoom and will be recorded via Zoom.  
• Focus group interviews will be recorded and saved in a password-protected file on the 
university server and labeled by the date and the type of focus group (i.e. Gonzalez-
McLean_ LLC Focus Group_4.18.21 or Gonzalez-McLean_ SOC Focus Group_4.21.20). 
Recordings will be destroyed after conclusion of the study.  
 
Focus Group Protocol: 
Questions and prompts for the protocol will be based off the findings of the journal 
entries, survey, and individual interviews. There will be no set of questions until completion and 
initial interpretation of the journal entries, survey, and individual interviews have concluded. 
Students will respond to themes and findings from the journal entries, survey, and individual 
interviews as a means to member check findings across multiple phases of this study. 
 
Focus Group Agenda: 
• Welcome 
• Review agenda/consent and purpose of focus group 
• Remind students of the consent form they signed as a condition to this study and say:  
o “This focus group is voluntary—you do not have to take part if you do not 
want to. If you find any questions uncomfortable, it’s OK not to answer 
them. You can leave the interview at any time. Your privacy has been and 
will continue to be protected. We will not use your real name in any report or 
published research. The interview is kept confidential.” 
• State that the focus group will be recorded 




• Wrap up and thanks 
FOCUS GROUP PROTOCOL 
1) How have you all been since we last checked in with each other?  
a) How was the process of reflecting on our first-year experience?  
b) Have you noticed anything new that came up since the last time we met? 
I want to summarize the initial findings that I compiled from our interviews, and would 
like to get your opinions about these themes I would like to write about. Can you give me 
your reactions to these findings and other thoughts that may have come into your mind 
over these past months?  
 
2) Hyperawareness of Racial Identity 
a) Many of you shared a deep awareness of your race in the classroom. Also, feeling less 
than your white nursing peers.  
b) Can you give specific examples for this? 
 
3) Importance of Peer Study Support 
a) Many of you shared the importance of having nursing peers to rely on for academic 
questions and to study with. Also, most of these peers were fellow students of color.  
b) Can you give specific examples for this? 
 
4) Friendships and Community 
a) The majority of you talked about the importance of your friendships or lack of 
friendships at [RSU]. Also, how much thought and energy it took to find your friend 
group at [RSU] because of your race.  
b) Can you give specific examples for this? 
 
5) Coursework as a Barrier 
a) A&P seen as a barrier course and makes students question if they can be a nurse.  
b) Can you give specific examples for this? 
 
6) Connection to [RSU BSN] Administration and Faculty 
a) Some of you had stronger relationships with faculty and administrators at [RSU BSN] 
and this relationship helped with a sense of belonging. They made you feel welcomed.  
b) Can you give specific examples for this? 
 
7) Validation of Intersecting Identities (ONLY [NLLC Participants]) 
a) Most of you shared that the NLLC space and community validated both your identity as a 
student of color and as a nursing student. This was one of the only spaces that recognized 
these intersecting ideas and provided a space to have these targeted discussions.  





Ask follow-up questions regarding themes shared above.  
 
8) Are there themes or findings that I’ve presented to you today that you disagree with?  
 
9) Any of these themes that were surprising? 
 
10) Are there themes or findings that most resonate with you?  
 
11) Are there themes or findings that you thought I was going to write about that I didn’t mention 
today?  
 
12) What suggestions or recommendations do you have on how [RSU BSN] can increase the 
sense of belonging for nursing women of color?  
Thank students for their participation in this study. Let them know that you will be 
drawing two names as the winner of the $100 Amazon gift card on Friday, May 7th. The 
winners will be notified via email.  
 
